


 

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
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“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

 

The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture has as its goal the revitalization of Christian teaching

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, biblical, theolog-

ical and pastoral scholars toward further inquiry into scriptural interpretation by ancient Christian writers.

The time frame of these documents spans seven centuries of exegesis, from Clement of Rome to John of

Damascus, from the end of the New Testament era to 

 

A

 

.

 

D

 

. 750, including the Venerable Bede.

Lay readers are asking how they might study sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds of the

ancient church. This commentary has been intentionally prepared for a general lay audience of nonprofes-

sionals who study the Bible regularly and who earnestly wish to have classic Christian observation on the

text readily available to them. The series is targeted to anyone who wants to reflect and meditate with the

early church about the plain sense, theological wisdom and moral meaning of particular Scripture texts.

A commentary dedicated to allowing ancient Christian exegetes to speak for themselves will refrain

from the temptation to fixate endlessly upon contemporary criticism. Rather, it will stand ready to provide

textual resources from a distinguished history of exegesis that has remained massively inaccessible and

shockingly disregarded during the last century. We seek to make available to our present-day audiences the

multicultural, multilingual, transgenerational resources of the early ecumenical Christian tradition. 

Preaching at the end of the first millennium focused primarily on the text of Scripture as understood by

the earlier esteemed tradition of comment, largely converging on those writers that best reflected classic

Christian consensual thinking. Preaching at the end of the second millennium has reversed that pattern. It

has so forgotten most of these classic comments that they are vexing to find anywhere, and even when

located they are often available only in archaic editions and inadequate translations. The preached word in

our time has remained largely bereft of previously influential patristic inspiration. Recent scholarship has

so focused attention upon post-Enlightenment historical and literary methods that it has left this longing

largely unattended and unserviced.

This series provides the pastor, exegete, student and lay reader with convenient means to see what Atha-

nasius or John Chrysostom or the desert fathers and mothers had to say about a particular text for preach-

ing, for study and for meditation. There is an emerging awareness among Catholic, Protestant and

Orthodox laity that vital biblical preaching and spiritual formation need deeper grounding beyond the

scope of the historical-critical orientations that have governed biblical studies in our day.

Hence this work is directed toward a much broader audience than the highly technical and specialized

scholarly field of patristic studies. The audience is not limited to the university scholar concentrating on the

study of the history of the transmission of the text or to those with highly focused philological interests in

textual morphology or historical-critical issues. Though these are crucial concerns for specialists, they are
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not the paramount interests of this series.

This work is a Christian Talmud. The Talmud is a Jewish collection of rabbinic arguments and com-

ments on the Mishnah, which epitomized the laws of the Torah. The Talmud originated in approximately

the same period that the patristic writers were commenting on texts of the Christian tradition. Christians

from the late patristic age through the medieval period had documents analogous to the Jewish Talmud and

Midrash ( Jewish commentaries) available to them in the 

 

glossa ordinaria

 

 and catena traditions, two forms of

compiling extracts of patristic exegesis. In Talmudic fashion the sacred text of Christian Scripture was thus

clarified and interpreted by the classic commentators.

The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture has venerable antecedents in medieval exegesis of

both eastern and western traditions, as well as in the Reformation tradition. It offers for the first time in

this century the earliest Christian comments and reflections on the Old and New Testaments to a modern

audience. Intrinsically an ecumenical project, this series is designed to serve Protestant, Catholic and

Orthodox lay, pastoral and scholarly audiences.

In cases where Greek, Latin, Syriac and Coptic texts have remained untranslated into English, we pro-

vide new translations. Wherever current English translations are already well rendered, they will be uti-

lized, but if necessary their language will be brought up to date. We seek to present fresh dynamic

equivalency translations of long-neglected texts which historically have been regarded as authoritative

models of biblical interpretation.

These foundational sources are finding their way into many public libraries and into the core book col-

lections of many pastors and lay persons. It is our intent and the publisher’s commitment to keep the whole

series in print for many years to come.

 

General Introduction

 

Thomas C. Oden

General Editor
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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 Joshua is  “1:1 The Lord Commissions Joshua.”  This heading is followed by

the Scripture passage quoted in the Revised Standard Version (

 

RSV

 

) across the full width of the page. The

Scripture passage is provided for the convenience of readers, but it is also in keeping with medieval patristic

commentaries, in which the citations of the Fathers were arranged around the text of Scripture.

 

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 Scrip-

ture. The function of the overview is to provide a brief summary of all the comments to follow. It tracks a rea-

sonably 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 cohe-

sive argument but rather that the various arguments tend to flow in a plausible, recognizable pattern. Mod-

ern 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 read-

ers can enter into the heart of the patristic comment. 
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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 editions of the

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

provided. 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 the appendix found on pages

402-9.
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Introduction to Joshua Through 2 Samuel

To say that the interpretation of the Bible in the writings of the early church often strikes modern readers as

strange would be something of an understatement. The hegemony of scientific and historical principles of

interpretation that emphasize social and cultural backgrounds along with linguistic and philological con-

cerns in pursuit of the precise meaning of the textual author can seem to condemn the theological and spir-

itual exegesis of the early church to the scrap heap of the past. While it may be interesting to scholars and

historians attempting to chart the advances in biblical interpretation over the centuries, it has often

appeared to be of little use in attempting to come to terms with the contemporary task of reading Scripture.

This has been particularly true with respect to the narrative portions of the Christian canon and especially

those of the Old Testament. This introduction will seek to orient readers to the interpretive rationale that

guided the early Christian exegetes as they sought to understand and expound the meaning and signifi-

cance of the Old Testament narratives for the ancient church as well as introduce some of the most signifi-

cant early Christian interpreters.

One of the immediate challenges for the earliest Christians, who were converts from Judaism, concerned

the interpretation of the Jewish Scriptures. On the one hand, they found in the Hebrew canon numerous

passages that they readily understood as prophecies concerning Christ that confirmed to them that Jesus

was the promised Messiah. On the other hand, these portions made up only a small fraction of the canon

inherited from Judaism, and much of the rest seemed to be less germane to the Christian context, particu-

larly the extensive material concerning ritual and ceremonial law and the historical narratives. How was

this material to be interpreted and understood as the guidance and instruction of God for the new church?

An additional aspect of this question was raised by Paul, who warned the early Christians about the dan-

gers of falling back into Jewish teachings and practices. He asserted that while the law of God contained in

the Jewish Scriptures was certainly good and important, it had been only a temporary measure in the econ-

omy of redemption. The law had been fulfilled in Christ whose life, death and resurrection marked the cli-

max of the old covenant and the inauguration of a new covenant of grace that was not restricted to the

parameters of national, ethnic Israel. Thus, while Paul continued to make extensive use of the Jewish Scrip-

tures in his teaching and writing, his notion of the fulfillment and completion of the law in Christ and the

corresponding emphasis on grace provided the conceptual context that allowed others to raise questions

about the significance and relevance of the Hebrew Bible for the Christian faith, particularly as the demo-

graphic profile of the church shifted away from Jewish converts to those who came from pagan back-

grounds.

These pagan converts did not bring with them an inbred commitment to the Jewish Scriptures. They

affirmed faith in Christ and were then faced with the challenge of making sense of the culturally strange
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and foreign set of Hebrew texts that they had inherited as part and parcel of their allegiance to Christ and

the church. In this context some, like Marcion, maintained that these texts contained a portrayal of God

that was not consistent with the God of love found in the writings that would come to make up the New

Testament canon. Hence, Marcion advocated that the Hebrew Bible, which came to be called the Old Tes-

tament, be removed from the church as an unfitting witness to the Christian faith. While the church did

not accept Marcion’s teaching and expelled him from the church as a heretic, it was faced with a crisis of

interpretation. How should the Hebrew Bible be read in relation to the revelation of God in Jesus Christ?

Irenaeus of Lyons (d. 202) addressed the problem of relating the Old and New Testaments and main-

tained that all of human history could be comprehended and summarized in the figures of Adam and

Christ, who taken together narrate and represent the story of humanity. The Old Testament tells of a

beginning in Adam and the subsequent disobedience and fall from grace brought about by human rebellion

against God and goes on to speak of the promise of God in the covenant with Abraham to bring about heal-

ing and reconciliation. The New Testament bears witness to the reality of a new beginning in the recapitu-

lation and restoration of humanity brought about by the life and obedience of Jesus Christ. As the

fulfillment of the covenant and the promises made in the Old Testament, Christ provided Christians with

an interpretive key to understanding the full significance of the ancient Hebrew texts, a significance that

extended beyond the literal meaning of the Scriptures.

While Irenaeus provided a model for relating the Testaments in the light of Christ, the challenge of pro-

viding detailed interpretation of the particular and peculiar texts of the Old Testament remained. In

addressing this challenge, no figure from the early church is more significant than Origen of Alexandria (d.

254). He wrote extensively on the Old Testament in the form of commentaries and homilies on almost

every book of the Jewish canon, thus ensuring its place in the Christian church and helping to establish the

principles of Christian exegesis of the Old Testament. In light of the significance of Origen in the history of

early Christian exegesis, let us briefly consider his approach to the interpretation of Scripture in the context

of his intellectual setting.

Origen and Spiritual Exegesis

In spite of his prominence, few figures in the history of the church have stimulated the level of debate and

controversy that surrounds Origen. While he was certainly one of the most influential and seminal thinkers

in the history of the early church, he has also been frequently vilified and condemned over the course of

Christian history by those who believe that his interest in spiritual exegesis and philosophical speculation

led to the development of teachings that were in conflict with later standards of orthodoxy. In light of this,

it is worth noting that Origen believed the Bible to be the Word of God, and as such it occupied a central

place in his life and thought, serving as the touchstone for all of his teaching. Indeed, one of the major con-

cerns of Origen’s work was to assist Christians facing the intellectual challenges of the third century by pro-

viding answers to the questions posed by Hellenistic philosophy and culture that were in keeping with the

teaching of Scripture. However, in spite of his intentions and clear commitment to the principle of biblical

authority, many believe that Origen’s use of Scripture significantly compromised that authority and pro-

vided fertile conditions for the germination and growth of heresy. In order to better understand the ratio-
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nale that shaped Origen’s approach to biblical exegesis, it is important to remember the intellectual and

cultural context in which he was situated.

Origen was reared in a Christian home in which his father, a prosperous and influential man, provided

his son with an education that was Hellenistic and Christian, centered on the study of the classic literary

works of ancient Greece and the Bible. Hence, young Origen grew up as a learned Greek and a devoted

Christian. This dual education undoubtedly caused something of an internal tension in Origen as he

sought to reconcile his commitment to Christian faith and the Bible with the Hellenistic outlook he was

taught. From the perspective of Hellenism, Christianity was little more than another barbarous supersti-

tion and the Bible constituted an inferior collection of texts that were not worth serious consideration from

the standpoint of Greek aesthetic standards. Origen was not the first to grapple with this tension, and he

was able to learn from previous Jewish and Christian engagements with Hellenism, particularly Platonic

philosophy, in his attempt to affirm the teaching of the Bible in the context of the Greek intellectual milieu.

In responding to the cultural and philosophical challenges of Hellenism, Origen was immensely produc-

tive, teaching, preaching, traveling and writing. His writings include numerous scholarly and intellectual

works concerning theology, philosophy, apologetics and biblical interpretation. In fact, Origen was one of

the most prolific writers of the ancient world. Unfortunately, the majority of his works have not survived

while many others remain available only in Latin translations.

Among Origen’s many works, two are of particular importance in the history of the early church and

Christian thought. On First Principles is an ordered and systematic account of Origen’s theological and philo-

sophical positions concerning God, creation, Jesus Christ, the Logos of God and salvation. It is one of the

great classics of Christian thought and constitutes both a philosophical discussion on the relation of God to

the world and an attempt at developing a coherent set of theological teachings that may be derived from the

logical elaboration of the basic doctrines of the Christian faith. As such, it may be construed as the first for-

mal attempt at systematic theology in the history of the church. The second, Against Celsus, is a detailed

defense of Christian faith against the critique of the Roman philosopher Celsus, in which Origen attempts

to demonstrate the superiority of the teaching and wisdom of the Bible over against that of Greek philoso-

phy. This thorough point-by-point response to Celsus made an important contribution to the growing

cogency and respectability of Christian faith in the ancient world and stands as an apologetic milestone in

the history of the church. These works effectively refuted the contention that Christianity was simply

another superstitious folk religion and helped to establish the intellectual credentials of the faith in relation

to Greek philosophy and Hellenistic culture.

While Origen appreciated a great deal of Plato and the Greek philosophical tradition, he argued that at

its best it merely anticipated the fullness of truth that was to be found in divine revelation. Further, he

maintained that for all the benefits of philosophy, it could not finally lead to a true and proper knowledge of

God since it was contaminated with too much false and erroneous teaching that could not be separated

from the good. In spite of his reservations concerning philosophy, Origen believed that Christian faith itself

was a kind of divine philosophy which, while surpassing and superceding all other philosophies, could

make use of them by leading persons to a true knowledge of God and to salvation. Thus, Christians can

profitably study Greek philosophy or other pagan learning and borrow the truths found in these sources in
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order to explicate the gospel and the Christian faith. Origen used an analogy from the Hebrew Bible to

make this point. In the same way that the Israelites took the property of the Egyptians with them in the

exodus,1 so the people of God are permitted to make use of the truths of pagan culture and philosophy, the

“spoils of the Egyptians,” in the work of theology and biblical interpretation.

This willingness to make use of Greek thought is perhaps nowhere more evident than in Origen’s

spiritual or allegorical approach to the interpretation of Scripture. He maintained that the Bible con-

tained three levels of meaning corresponding to the tripartite conception of a human being, consisting of

body, soul and spirit, derived from the writings of Paul and Platonic philosophy. The bodily level of

Scripture is the bare letter of the text or its literal meaning, which is particularly useful in meeting the

needs of the more simple-minded. The psychic level can be understood as the moral meaning of the text,

providing guidance concerning right and proper conduct, although some ambiguity exists as to the exact

ways in which Origen made use of this sense. In many cases he simply maintains that biblical narratives

contain ethical and moral principles that may be derived from or hidden beneath the surface of the literal

and historical meanings of the text. The third and most important level of meaning is the spiritual or

allegorical, which concerns the deeper meaning of the text and points to Christ and the relationship of

the Christian with God. Origen believed that this spiritual/mystical meaning, while often hidden, is

always present in the text. The task of the Christian interpreter is to uncover this hidden meaning in

order to glean the most profound and significant benefits of its teaching for the church. The spiritual

approach to interpretation sought to yield this hidden, symbolic meaning, and Origen became the lead-

ing figure in its establishment as the dominant method of biblical interpretation in the history of the

church until the sixteenth century.

Examples of this attempt to uncover the hidden spiritual significance of biblical texts abound in Origen’s

writings, particularly in his commentaries and homilies on the narrative portions of the Old Testament

that address the history of Israel. For instance, in Origen’s twenty-seventh homily on the book of Numbers,

he provides a detailed exposition of growth in the spiritual life based on the forty-two stopping places of

Israel in the wilderness listed in Numbers 33. Origen begins by asking why the Lord wanted Moses to

write this passage down: “Was it so that this passage in Scripture about the stages the children of Israel

made might benefit us in some way or that it should bring no benefit? Who would dare to say that what is

written ‘by the Word of God’ is of no use and makes no contribution to salvation but is merely a narrative of

what happened and was over and done a long time ago, but pertains in no way to us when it is told?”2 For

Origen, because the Bible is the inspired Word of God, it is never merely concerned with mundane matters

of history and factual occurrences. Rather, it expounds the mysteries of God in Christ and gives direction

to the spiritual life. Hence, the Christian interpreter must probe the text in various ways in order to

uncover its true and deepest significance. According to Origen, the stopping places of the wandering Israel-

ites are recorded in Numbers in order that we come to understand the long spiritual journey that we face as

Christians; in light of this knowledge we must not “allow the time of our life to be ruined by sloth and

1See Ex 12:35-36
2OSW 248.
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neglect.”3 Further, each stopping place has some particular spiritual significance until the sojourn ends on

the banks of the Jordan. This makes us aware that the whole journey takes place and “the whole course is

run for the purpose of arriving at the river of God, so that we may make neighbors of the flowing Wisdom

and may be watered by the waves of divine knowledge, and so that purified by them all we may be made

worthy to enter the promised land.”4

This approach to interpretation often strikes contemporary readers as strange, unwarranted and poten-

tially dangerous. Why did Origen adopt such a method? First, it must be pointed out that allegory is a leg-

acy of Greek thought and would have been one of the staples of Origen’s Hellenistic education. It was

initially used to defend belief in the inspired character of the Homeric writings, the Iliad and the Odyssey, in

the face of charges against such a claim because of the suspect morals they contained and the changing reli-

gious convictions of Greek culture. Homer’s supporters maintained that the poems were symbolic and

when read in their true, allegorical sense contained no moral or religious difficulties. Over time, allegorical

interpretive methods became increasingly sophisticated with the development of the Platonist contention

that myths and symbols were necessary components in the communication of truths that were otherwise

inaccessible. This Platonist appreciation for the value of myths and symbols became an essential part of

Origen’s outlook in which allegory served as a powerful and important means of conveying religious and

philosophical truth.

On top of this general philosophical appreciation for allegorical interpretation, Origen was exposed to a

lengthy tradition of spiritual exegesis of the Bible that began with the Jewish community in Alexandria,

which used the method to demonstrate that their Scriptures were compatible with Greek philosophy. The

leading Jewish proponent of this movement was Philo, and although his work eventually fell out of favor

with the Jews, it was accepted enthusiastically by Christians and was probably communicated to Origen

through Clement of Alexandria. Hence, Origen inherited a strong belief in the appropriateness and effec-

tiveness of allegory as a tool to communicate the deepest and most profound philosophical and theological

truths, as well as the assumption that the Bible, the inspired Word of God, must be subject to such allegor-

ical interpretation in order to grasp its spiritual significance.

In addition to his indebtedness to Hellenistic philosophy and culture, Origen found ample evidence in

Scripture itself for the practice of spiritual exegesis beginning with the Christian conviction that the entire

Old Testament is a prophecy concerning Christ, who is the interpretive key to understanding the Hebrew

Bible. In 2 Corinthians 3, we read that the Jews who reject Christ have a veil before their faces and over

their hearts that hides the true meaning of Scripture from their perception and limits them to the letter of

the text that kills. Only through Christ can the veil be removed and the spiritual meaning of the text that

gives life be revealed. For Origen, this led to the conclusion that spiritual exegesis was necessary in order to

comprehend the true, christological meaning of the Old Testament.

Among the most significant New Testament passages that Origen cited as justifying his approach to

spiritual interpretation is 1 Corinthians 10, in which the pillar of cloud, the crossing of the Red Sea, the

3OSW 254. 
4OS 2W 268. 
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manna, the water from the rock and death in the wilderness represent baptism, the Eucharist and punish-

ment for sin. Summing up these events is 1 Corinthians 10:11, which explains that each of these things

happened to the Hebrews as a typikos, a figure or example, written down for those who live at the end of the

age. For Origen, this implied that the Old Testament was written for future Christians who were under

obligation to seek the spiritual interpretation that continues to apply since many of the ceremonies and legal

precepts are no longer binding in the literal sense. In Galatians 4, another important passage, Sarah and

Hagar symbolize the two covenants in which the Christians are prefigured by Isaac, the son of Sarah the

free wife, and the Jews by Ishmael, the son of Hagar the slave. The significance of this passage arises from its

explicit use of allegory. Other examples mentioned by Origen include Matthew 12:39-40, in which the

three days Jonah spent in the great fish symbolize the three days Jesus will pass in the heart of the earth;

Matthew 26:61 and John 2:19-21, in which the temple symbolizes the body of Christ; Galatians 3, in which

the posterity of Abraham is portrayed in Christ, who will fulfill the promises made to the patriarchs; and

Hebrews 8, in which the ceremonies of the old covenant are but shadows of heavenly realities. For Origen,

it was abundantly clear that the numerous examples found in the apostolic writings that made up the New

Testament authorized and validated the spiritual interpretation of the Old Testament and, by extension, all

of Scripture.

Taken together, the cultural assumptions of the Hellenistic world, the Christian belief in the inspired

nature of the Bible, the centrality of Christ and the teaching of the New Testament virtually demanded to

Origen’s mind the practice of spiritual interpretation. In this context we can summarize three additional

apologetic or pragmatic impulses that would have sealed his commitment to allegory. First, in the context of

Hellenistic Alexandria, the assertion that the Bible was divinely inspired would have required its allegorical

interpretation. To assert that it could not or should not be interpreted in such a fashion would be tanta-

mount to denying its inspired character. Affirming the Bible as the Word of God entailed the assumption

that its form and teaching were consistent with the highest cultural standards. Second, Jewish critics of

Christianity stressed Christ’s failure to fulfill many of the prophecies concerning the Messiah. Origen

believed that perceiving the deeper sense and meaning of Old Testament prophecies through spiritual

interpretation would overcome these objections. Third, the Gnostic sects rejected the Old Testament on

the grounds that it taught a different God than the one revealed in Christ. They believed that in contrast to

the New Testament God of love, the deity of the Old Testament was vengeful, jealous, capricious and often

directly responsible for sin and evil. Given his philosophical assumptions, Origen considered this conclu-

sion unavoidable if the biblical texts were to be accepted as merely literal, and hence, he asserted that they

must be understood allegorically. In fact, he argued that they are often intentionally obscure and incoherent

in order to coax and compel the reader to seek their true, spiritual meaning. Finally, in response to those

who might argue that the multiplicity of meanings generated by this approach would result in interpretive

chaos, Origen insisted that the practice of Christian spiritual exegesis must always be conducted within the

framework of the Rule of Faith, a brief summary of orthodox Christian teaching, such as the Apostles’

Creed, that was allegedly taught by the apostles themselves and subsequently preserved in the church.

In assessing Origen’s legacy, it is worth reminding ourselves that in his context many Christian theologi-

cal beliefs were not well developed or respected. Origen’s work was a decisive factor in changing this state of
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affairs, in terms of establishing the intellectual credibility of the faith in the Hellenistic setting and in

exploring the internal coherence of Christian faith as well as its relationship to broader philosophical and

cultural questions and aspirations. That he must sometimes be judged as mistaken in these explorations

should hardly be surprising or cause for great concern. Origen was one of the first Christian thinkers to give

sustained attention to many of the issues he addresses. And while he taught some positions deemed to be

unorthodox by later standards, it is important to remember that he was a seminal thinker in a process of

trial, error, revision and refinement from which an orthodox consensus emerged and that he was always

faithful to the standards of orthodoxy that pertained to his time.

Major Christian Interpreters

While the importance of Origen in the history of early Christian exegesis provides the rationale for the

extended discussion of the previous section, readers of this series will be well aware that he was by no

means the only significant interpreter. Among the most prominent of these are the eight doctors of the

church, four each from the Greek-speaking East and the Latin-speaking West: Athanasius, Gregory of

Nazianzus, Basil the Great and John Chrysostom from the East; Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine and Gregory

the Great from the West. Athanasius (d. 373) served as bishop of the church in Alexandria and was a

staunch defender of the full divinity of Jesus Christ over against the position of Arius and his followers that

the Son of God was a created being, an exalted creature to be sure, but nevertheless one who had a begin-

ning and should not therefore be equated with God. Arius famously expressed this notion in the phrase

“there was a time when the Son was not.” Athanasius was convinced that such a position effectively under-

cut the Christian gospel, and he fiercely defended the incarnation, the belief that God the Son, who is true

God with the Father and the Holy Spirit, had willingly joined his divine nature to human nature in an act

of love and humility in order to bring about the reconciliation of rebellious human beings with their Cre-

ator. His most significant works, On the Incarnation and Three Discourses Against the Arians, defend these prin-

ciples of orthodoxy and illustrate powerfully his interpretation and application of the Bible to the difficult

and challenging theological questions of the early church. It is worth noting that although Athanasius vig-

orously opposed the teaching of Arius with respect to the person of Christ, a position that can be derived

from the writings of Origen, it is nevertheless true that Athanasius also remained deeply indebted to Ori-

gen and the theological and interpretive traditions of Alexandria.

Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 389) and Basil the Great (d. 379) were great friends from the Roman province

of Cappadocia who lived in the fourth century and together made up the core of the so-called Cappadocian

fathers, the others being Gregory of Nyssa and Amphilochius of Iconium. Through the work of these fig-

ures the theological commitments of Athanasius were developed, extended and brought to fruition in the

life and thought of the church. Gregory of Nazianzus was not a prolific writer and never produced a biblical

commentary. However, as bishop of Constantinople he expounded and defended the orthodox faith of the

church in a series of homilies that drew widespread attention and admiration. These came to be known as

the Theological Orations and secured his reputation as one of the most able defenders of the faith as well as

the distinctive title “the Theologian.” They are the product of long, careful and intensive investigation of the

meaning and implications of Christian orthodoxy for the life of the church and represent one of the most
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significant statements of trinitarian theology in the history of the ancient church. Basil the Great served as

bishop of Caesarea and was an outstanding ecclesiastical administrator and statesman as well as a leading

exponent of Christian teaching, often viewed as a second Athanasius for his defense of orthodoxy. He also

engaged in the reformation of Christian liturgy and in the founding and development of Eastern monasti-

cism. Perhaps his most important work is his treatise On the Holy Spirit, in which he considers the relation-

ship of the Spirit with the Father and the Son and provides an important contribution to the development

of trinitarian teaching. These works are saturated with exegesis.

Both Gregory and Basil possessed a great deal of respect and admiration for the work of Origen, and

together they produced the Philocalia, a significant anthology of Origen’s work that served to extend his

influence on the church. Interestingly, in spite of his manifest appreciation for Origen, Basil is quite critical

of allegorical exegesis in his interpretation of the creation account contained in the Hexaemeron, a collection

of nine homilies he delivered on the opening chapters of Genesis. In the ninth of these homilies, he provides

one of the most vigorous challenges to allegorical interpretation produced in the early church: “I know the

laws of allegory, though less by myself than from the works of others. There are those truly, who do not

admit the common sense of the Scriptures, for whom water is not water, but some other nature, who see in

a plant, in a fish, what their fancy wishes. . . . For me grass is grass; plant, fish, wild beast, domestic animal,

I take all in the literal senses.”5 It should be noted that Basil was particularly concerned with those individu-

als and groups, such as Gnostic sects like the Marcionites and Valentinians, who made use of allegorical or

spiritual methods of interpretation in order to critique and escape the plain meaning of the biblical text for

the purpose of promoting their own interpretive distortions at the expense of Christian orthodoxy.

John Chrysostom (d. 407) was the most famous preacher of his day and one of the most significant in

the history of the church, accounting for his nickname, “golden mouth” (Chrysostom), which was first

bestowed on him in the sixth century. None of the other Greek fathers left as significant and extensive a lit-

erary legacy in the form of numerous homilies on the various books of the Bible. In addition to his acclaim

as a preacher, no other Eastern writer has enjoyed as widespread an admiration, such that he is among the

most revered of the church fathers in the Western church as well as in the East. The full measure of his

popularity is perhaps made most manifest by the fact that his extensive writings have been almost entirely

preserved. As an interpreter of Scripture he is perhaps the leading representative of the Antiochean tradi-

tion of exegesis, an approach to reading the Bible that tended to focus on the literal or plain sense of the text

and generally sought to avoid extensive allegorical explanations of the text that were favored by Origen and

the Alexandrian tradition. Other leading representatives of this group are Diodore of Tarsus, Theodore of

Mopsuestia and Theodoret of Cyr. While the Antiochean and Alexandrian schools of interpretation do

manifest clear and distinct interpretive tendencies, it should also be pointed out that these labels, while

helpful to a certain extent, can also be overly simplistic and misleading. So, for instance, while it is true that

Origen, as we have seen, promoted an allegorical or spiritual approach to reading the Bible, he did not

ignore the literal or plain sense of the text. Likewise, while John Chrysostom and other Antiocheans were

particularly focused on the plain sense of the text, they also engaged in typological readings that were quite

5NPNF 2 7:101.
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close to what Origen might have described as spiritual exegesis. Hence it is probably best to view the differ-

ences between the two approaches to exegesis in terms of particular interpretive tendencies and trajectories

rather than as hard and fast, mutually exclusive positions.

In the Western church, Ambrose of Milan (d. 397) became one of the most influential figures in estab-

lishing the trajectory of interpretation among Latin writers. He was the son of the praetorian prefect of

Gaul and received a traditional liberal arts education in preparation for a career as a lawyer and orator and

was eventually appointed as a governor based in Milan. He became so well known in the region for the wis-

dom and impartiality of his administration that when the death of Auxentius, Arian bishop of Milan, trig-

gered vigorous conflict between rival factions concerning the election of a new bishop, both sides demanded

that Ambrose be appointed. In order to secure the peace, he reluctantly agreed, in spite of the fact that he

had no theological training and had not yet even been baptized. Within one week he was both baptized and

ordained bishop of Milan. In seeking to address his lack of theological knowledge, Ambrose read widely

from the writings of earlier Christian thinkers and was particularly influenced by Origen and the Alexan-

drian tradition of biblical interpretation. He became one of the most significant preachers and teachers of

his time, regularly employing allegorical interpretation in order to make sense of the biblical texts. Many of

his sermons were eventually published and served as a major influence on the Western church in the direc-

tion of the spiritual exegesis of Origen and the Alexandrian tradition.

Jerome (d. 420) has generally been viewed as the finest scholar among the early church fathers and has

also been called the greatest biblical scholar ever produced in the history of the Latin church. He received a

rigorous education in Rome in which he studied classical literature, particularly Virgil and Cicero. He also

learned Greek and Hebrew and was the only one of the eight major church fathers to learn Hebrew well.

This background prepared him for the work of translation and allowed him to play a vital role in the trans-

mission of biblical and patristic texts in the West. He produced numerous translations of the writings of

the early Greek fathers as well as his well-known translation of extensive portions of the Bible, which later

came to make up the Vulgate. Indeed, it is his work as a translator that accounts for his principal reputation

in the history of the church. However, in addition to his work as a translator of Scripture and other early

Christian exegetes, Jerome was also an outstanding interpreter of Scripture in his own right and produced a

number of important commentaries and homilies. In addition to these works, he wrote a large number of

letters that still survive and contain many interesting comments concerning matters of theology and biblical

interpretation. While Jerome was very sympathetic toward Origen’s theological positions and approach to

exegesis in the early stages of his career, later he became quite critical, particularly as Origen came under

increasing scrutiny. He was especially concerned that allegorical methods could easily fall prey to the danger

of subjectivism and lead to distorted views of biblical teaching and Christian faith. The more Origen’s par-

ticular theological positions came under scrutiny, the more questions were raised with regard to the herme-

neutical approach he employed in order to substantiate those views.

The most prominent and prolific of the early Latin theologians was Augustine of Hippo (d. 430). He

was also the most influential figure in the history of the Western church, leaving an indelible stamp on its

theological and exegetical traditions and practices. He was born in Roman Africa and received a traditional

Latin education before continuing his studies and teaching in Rome and Milan. For a time Augustine con-
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sidered himself a Manichaean and later was also attracted to Neo-Platonist philosophy. As professor of

rhetoric of Milan he came into contact with Ambrose and was converted to Christianity through his

preaching. Of crucial significance in his conversion was the teaching of Ambrose regarding the spiritual

interpretation of the Bible. Prior to Ambrose, many of the arguments of the Manichaeans against Chris-

tianity that Augustine had found most compelling were based on the assumption of an overly literal reading

of the Bible, particularly the Old Testament. He found that it contained much that he believed to be

unworthy of God, and he could not accept the notion that God had physical form, a presumption con-

nected with a literal interpretation of the biblical teaching that human beings were made in the image and

likeness of God. It was the spiritual, allegorical and figurative interpretation of Scripture that he discovered

in the preaching and teaching of Ambrose that convinced Augustine of the Bible’s intellectual credibility

and vitality for philosophers and the illegitimacy of the Manichaean objections to the Christian faith.

Where he had once thought Christianity to be defenseless in the face of the Manichaean critiques, he now

found it to be more and more plausible, particularly as he listened to the teaching of Ambrose.

Shortly after his conversion, Augustine resigned his teaching position and was baptized by Ambrose

before returning to North Africa, where he was ordained a priest and eventually elected bishop of Hippo, a

post he retained until his death. While the Confessions and The City of God are his most well-known works,

he also wrote a significant number of polemical works in defense of orthodoxy against groups such as the

Manichaeans, the Donatists and the Pelagians, in which he displays his use of Scripture concerning a vari-

ety of theological, moral and practical questions. In addition, he produced numerous commentaries and

homilies on the Bible.

Augustine’s approach to exegesis is not easily classified. While he inherited a spiritual and typological

approach to reading the Bible from Ambrose and most of the Christian tradition to that point, he also pro-

vided some of the most vigorous affirmations of the biblical text as history in the thought of the early

church. In The City of God he sets forth an account of the entire history of humanity from the perspective of

the history of salvation narrated in the Bible, thus providing a distinctively Christian historiography based

on the belief that Scripture contains the record of God’s guidance and actions in and through real people in

concrete and particular historical situations for the purpose of revealing to them God’s intentions and plan

for all of creation. In addition to this blend of literal, historical and allegorical exegesis, Augustine contrib-

uted to the development of biblical interpretation through his emphasis on the centrality of love in the

understanding and comprehension of Scripture and believed that the principle of love could be applied to

all parts of the Bible and would open up the deepest mysteries of its teaching to the simple and the wise. In

this way, he made the Bible accessible to the rank-and-file members of the church, even passages where its

precise meaning and application could be difficult to determine.

This influence was developed and extended through the thought of the latest of the Western doctors,

Gregory the Great (d. 604), who served as pope from 590 until his death. Gregory is an important transi-

tional figure between the early church and the church of the Middle Ages, and he has been viewed by histo-

rians as both the last great figure of the patristic era and the first of the medieval period. He was a masterful

administrator as well as a prolific author who tended to have a practical bent of mind as opposed to a spec-

ulative one. His most significant and influential work is the Book of Pastoral Rule (Regula pastoralis), in which
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he sets out directives and guidance concerning the pastoral life and calling of a bishop, who is to be seen as a

shepherd of souls. This book became the standard textbook on the matter for medieval bishops and other

church leaders and had a decisive impact on the shape of pastoral ministry in the history of the Western

church. With respect to reading Scripture, Gregory, like Ambrose, delighted in employing the methods of

allegory in order to discern its deeper, hidden mysteries. This approach to interpretation is amply displayed

in his various commentaries and homilies on Scripture. These writings were also very significant in the

establishment and development of exegetical practices in the medieval church and ensured the continuance

of robust forms of allegorical and spiritual interpretation in the life of the Western church throughout this

period.

In addition to these prominent figures, other significant interpreters in the early church include Ephrem

the Syrian, the previously mentioned Gregory of Nyssa, Caesarius of Arles and the Bede the Venerable.

Ephrem (d. 373) wrote voluminously and reflects a tradition of interpretation that is for the most part inde-

pendent from the Greek churches of Alexandria and Antioch. He is regarded as the first great writer of the

Syrian church. Gregory of Nyssa (d. 394) was the brother of Basil the Great and one of the aforementioned

Cappadocian fathers who is well known for his formulations of trinitarian theology and his numerous

philosophical, theological and moral treatises. Caesarius of Arles (d. 543) served as bishop for forty years

and manifests a thorough awareness of the Latin interpretive tradition. His homilies, however, also reflect

the influence of Origen, whose works he would have been able to access in the Latin translations of Rufinus

and Jerome. Bede (d. 735) received a classical education in the monastic tradition and became one of the

most learned and accomplished writers of his time. Although he is part of the early medieval period, his

extensive knowledge of the ancient Christian exegetes and their interpretive traditions places his work in

continuity with the thought of the early church.

Commentary on Joshua, Judges, Ruth and 1-2 Samuel

Running commentaries on the historical books of the Old Testament, or writings concerned specifically

with detailed and extended consideration of these books, are uncommon in the writings of the early

Fathers. Hence, most of the excerpts in this volume are drawn from occasional theological and pastoral

treatises, sermons and letters in which comment is made concerning material from the first five of the his-

torical books in the context of concerns other than those specifically related to the exposition and explana-

tion of these books. This sort of passing or illustrative comment on various portions of Scripture is

common in the work of the Fathers, such that nearly all of their writings contain some form of citation and

comment on the texts of the Bible. Among the writings of the Fathers that deal specifically with scriptural

texts are three literary forms or genres: homilies (or sermons), commentaries and questions. Of these, the

first two, homilies and commentaries, are the most common, while the latter follows a question-and-

answer format that would have been quite familiar to ancient philosophers and teachers as a well-estab-

lished approach to pedagogy and as a commonly employed literary device. Each of these literary forms is

represented among the few works dealing with Joshua, Judges, Ruth and 1-2 Samuel.

Of the works dealing specifically with these books, the most significant are the homilies of Origen.

These are sermons on particular chapters or passages of Scripture that he delivered in various settings, par-
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ticularly those connected with the teaching of the Christian faith to catechumens. By all accounts, Origen

was a regular preacher over the course of his life. According to Pamphilus, his biographer, there were

lengthy periods when he preached almost every day. Over the course of this activity, Origen left discourses

and commentaries on nearly all the books of the Bible. Unfortunately, most of these have been lost. In fact,

of the nearly six hundred that were produced, only twenty homilies on Jeremiah, one on 1 Samuel 28 and a

few fragments are available in Greek. However, almost two hundred of these are available in various Latin

translations, particularly from Rufinus and Jerome. Of particular relevance for this volume are the twenty-

six homilies on Joshua that have been preserved in the Latin translation of Rufinus. These homilies consti-

tute the only series of sermons on the book of Joshua and the only detailed exposition of it produced in the

early church. In some cases, they provide the only available, extended discussions of the Fathers of some of

the latter chapters. Hence, readers will notice a strong emphasis on these homilies in the extracts on Joshua,

particularly in the latter portion of the book.

In addition to their significance as an extended commentary and treatment of the book of Joshua, these

homilies also provide a significant demonstration of Origen’s interpretive method. Of particular interest is

the relationship that Origen draws between Joshua and Jesus. Since Joshua and Jesus are the same word in

the Greek language, Origen assumes throughout his exposition that the name rendered Jesu by Rufinus

refers not only to Joshua but also typologically to Jesus of Nazareth, allowing him to directly and explicitly

connect the events concerning Israel and the conquest and division of the land narrated in the book with

the Christian story of Jesus and the church. This sort of typological interpretation went on to become stan-

dard practice in the exegesis of the early church. In addition to the homilies on Joshua, Origen produced a

series of homilies on Judges, of which we have nine in the translation of Rufinus, and 1 Samuel, of which we

have only relatively small portions in Latin translation (with the notable exception of one on 1 Samuel 28,

which is available in Greek). The only other series of homilies on the first five historical books of the Old

Testament are eight from John Chrysostom dealing with figures and incidents from 1 Samuel, five on Han-

nah and three on David and Saul that were delivered in 387.

Procopius of Gaza offers a running commentary, more scattered at certain places, on the historical books

in Greek, providing a number of textual and linguistic insights, as well as some insightful christological

applications. There are also two full running commentaries on this material in Latin, both on 1 Samuel.

The first, Six Books on 1 Kings (1-2 Samuel in the RSV are titled 1-2 Kings in the Septuagint, while 1-2 Kings

are titled 3-4 Kings), is from Gregory the Great and provides an extensive and detailed exposition of the

book in which he makes significant use of spiritual exegesis in order to demonstrate its relationship to the

revelation of Christ and the Christian faith as well as to explain its significance for the situation of the con-

temporary church. The rich blend of theological, spiritual, pastoral and moral teaching provides an excel-

lent example of Gregory’s approach to exegesis. It also illustrates his significance as a biblical commentator

who is one of the leading representatives of patristic interpretation and a seminal figure in the development

of medieval exegesis in the Western church. The second, Four Books on 1 Samuel by Bede, is among his many

works on biblical interpretation and, while less influential than the work of Gregory the Great, is neverthe-

less a fine and lucid example of biblical commentary in the Latin tradition of early Christian interpretation.

Other than these few examples of homilies and commentaries, the remaining works dealing with Joshua
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through 2 Samuel are from the question-and-answer genre. The first of these is from Augustine. In Ques-

tions on the Heptateuch,6 he raises and attempts to solve various difficulties that he perceived in his reading of

the text. Of the 651 questions he poses over the course of the work, 30 are related to Joshua and 55 to

Judges and the majority of his comments on each of the questions consists of about one paragraph in length

though sometimes they are a bit longer. He also wrote another work on the Heptateuch, Seven Books of

Expressions on the Heptateuch, that contains a list of expressions and phrases that seemed problematic to him

as well as a comparison of several Latin manuscripts of the Heptateuch. As with the volume of questions,

he provides a brief explanation and resolution of the problems he identifies. Of the 735 he addresses, 31

are from Joshua and 64 are from Judges. Theodoret of Cyr (d. 466) and Bede produced similar works—

Questions on the Octateuch7 and Thirty Questions on 1 Samuel respectively—which contain discussions on vari-

ous portions of Joshua through Samuel. In general, this material tends to be less interesting and helpful

than other forms of commentary and has therefore been cited more sparingly than that from other works.

As can be seen, the number of works devoted to these books is quite small, and, apart from Origen’s

work, little is devoted to extended discussion and running detailed commentary. In addition to this situa-

tion regarding the paucity of specific works devoted to these books, the commentary of the Fathers on this

portion of Scripture in other works tends to be uneven at best. While a significant amount of material can

be found related to some of the more prominent and memorable portions of the biblical text, such as the

story of Rahab and the confrontation of David and Goliath, comment concerning other more obscure

events and passages is sparse or nonexistent. In other cases, one particular individual has provided extended

commentary where others have been generally silent. The sporadic and uneven nature of the Fathers’ com-

ments on certain portions of Scripture has by necessity impinged on the shape of this volume. Hence, read-

ers will find that at some points comment is abundant while at other places it is minimal or even absent, or

that one particular individual dominates particular sections of the commentary. This should be viewed by

readers as more reflective of the shape of patristic commentary rather than the preferences of the editor. Of

course, the preferences and interests of the editor do play a part in the selection and presentation of material

no matter the intention, but I hope that what is provided here is a representative sampling of the ways in

which the Spirit of the living God has spoken to the ancient church through the witness of Holy Scripture

to the gospel of Jesus Christ.

The Text of the Old Testament
Before concluding, we must comment briefly on the text of the Old Testament used by the early Christian

interpreters as the basis for their commentary. The most influential version of the Old Testament was a Greek

translation of the Hebrew Bible known as the Septuagint (LXX). The origins of this translation date to the

third century B.C., when, according to an account contained in the Letter of Aristeas (second century B.C.) and to

Jewish tradition, Ptolemy II (king of Egypt; d. 246 B.C.) wanted to have a translation of the Hebrew law for his

library at Alexandria and engaged seventy-two Jewish translators from Jerusalem in order to complete the

project. Eventually, this endeavor came to be associated with the entire Hebrew Bible. The prologue to the

6The Heptateuch is the first seven books of the Bible.
7The Octateuch is the first eight books of the Bible.
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Greek version of Ecclesiasticus indicates that the whole canon was available in Greek by 132 B.C., but it is clear

that the complete translation was produced over a considerable length of time.

This translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek occasioned not only a new linguistic setting for

the Bible but also its transference into a different world of thought in which concrete Hebrew expressions

and ideas became abstract concepts in the Greek intellectual milieu. In addition to the establishment of

new linguistic and intellectual contexts, the Septuagint differs from the Hebrew Bible in structural ways,

such as in the order and division of the various books, in the order and inclusion of material within the

books themselves, and in the addition of other books, known as the Apocrypha, which are not part of the

Hebrew Bible.

The early Christian church inherited the Septuagint from the Jewish tradition as its own Bible. The

writers of the New Testament commonly quoted the Old Testament from it, and the early Christian

fathers generally regarded the Septuagint as the normative form of the Old Testament and rarely consulted

the Hebrew text, believing that the Septuagint was inspired by God. The Christian adoption of the Septu-

agint, along with concerns that it was too free in its rendering of the Hebrew, led Jewish scholars to produce

several other Greek translations that they regarded as more consonant with the Hebrew Bible. Thus, while

the Septuagint was generally accepted as the standard form of the Old Testament, the Fathers were aware

of these other versions and sometimes referred to them. Origen was particularly interested in the relation-

ship of the Septuagint to the Hebrew text and the other Greek versions and produced the Hexapla, an

important work of textual scholarship that set out in six columns the Hebrew text, a transliteration of it,

three other Greek translations produced by Jewish scholars, and the Septuagint, along with an apparatus of

signs and notations that served to identify the divergences of the Septuagint from the Hebrew text with

respect to its additions and omissions.

Other versions of the Old Testament began to emerge later in the second century as Latin-speaking

Christians began the task of translating the Septuagint into Latin. This occurred first in the provinces of

southern Gaul and northern Africa, where the need for a vernacular translation was more acute than in

Rome, where the use of Greek continued well into the third century. This need for translations of the Bible

into Latin led to the production of several Old Latin versions that bore the distinct marks of their places of

composition. These various Old Latin translations differed considerably from each other, and some of them

provided evidence of a defective knowledge of Greek and sometimes even Latin. Until the fifth century,

much of the commentary on Scripture in the Latin-speaking church is based on these differing Old Latin

versions. The use of these translations created understandable problems in the Western church, and the

desire to remedy the difficulties that arose from this situation led Jerome to produce a revision of the Latin

Bible that became known as the Vulgate. Gradually, over a lengthy period of time from the late fourth cen-

tury until the ninth, the Vulgate replaced the Old Latin versions and came to be viewed as the standard

Bible in the Western church.

These developments help explain why the patristic commentary contained in this volume and through-

out the Old Testament does not always follow the RSV text that is provided. The Fathers are commenting

on the Septuagint, one of the Old Latin versions or the Vulgate. Contemporary translations such as the

RSV are not based on any of these versions but rather on an iteration of the Hebrew text that was estab-
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lished and preserved by the Jewish Masoretes sometime between the fifth and ninth centuries. This ver-

sion, know as the Masoretic text (MT), has come to be accepted as the definitive form of the Hebrew Bible.

Throughout this volume, an attempt has been made to alert readers to the places where the patristic com-

mentary included is based on texts that are accepted as Scripture by the church fathers but that differ from

the Masoretic text and the corresponding translation of the RSV.
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J o s h u a

1 : 1 - 9  T H E  L O R D  C O M M I S S I O N S  J O S H U A  

 1After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, the Lord said to Joshua the son of Nun,
Moses’ minister, 2“Moses my servant is dead; now therefore arise, go over this Jordan, you and all
this people, into the land which I am giving to them, to the people of Israel. 3Every place that the
sole of your foot will tread upon I have given to you, as I promised to Moses. 4From the wilderness
and this Lebanon as far as the great river, the river Euphrates, all the land of the Hittites to the
Great Sea toward the going down of the sun shall be your territory. 5No man shall be able to stand
before you all the days of your life; as I was with Moses, so I will be with you; I will not fail you or
forsake you. 6Be strong and of good courage; for you shall cause this people to inherit the land
which I swore to their fathers to give them. 7Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to
do according to all the law which Moses my servant commanded you; turn not from it to the right
hand or to the left, that you may have good success wherever you go. 8This book of the law shall
not depart out of your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, that you may be careful to
do according to all that is written in it; for then you shall make your way prosperous, and then you
shall have good success. 9Have I not commanded you? Be strong and of good courage; be not fright-
ened, neither be dismayed; for the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.” 

Overview: The Lord Jesus assumed power after 
the death of the law, which is prefigured by 
Joshua’s succession of Moses (Origen). Joshua’s 
greatness resulted from his continual union with 
Moses (Ambrose). Since Moses changed his 
name from Hoshea to  “Jesus” ( Joshua), he prefig-
ured Christ by victoriously leading the Israelites 
into the promised land (Lactantius, Chrysos-
tom) and by ushering in the new law (Lactan-
tius). 

Joshua was renowned, foremost, for his gener-
alship in possessing and dividing the inheritance 
(Gregory of Nazianzus). Representing vices to 
be conquered, the land’s pagan inhabitants must 

be removed in order to receive the fullness of the 
promised inheritance. By moving from the letter 
of the law to its spirit, which facilitates a mystical 
understanding of history, the journey to one’s 
lofty inheritance is made (Origen). 

 God’s promise to never forsake or abandon 
should be relied upon—not money (Augustine). 
It also ensures that those who strive to draw near 
to God by subduing the passions will find the 
Lord’s yoke easy (Clement of Alexandria). 
God’s promise dispels the fear of just punishment 
for sins yet explains the presence of terrors and 
trials in this life (Chrysostom). God’s presence 
offers protection from the enticements of the 
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wicked (Cassiodorus). 
 Being valiant brings deliverance (Pachomius). 

Whether rich or poor, one should mind his own 
business and meditate on the oracles of God 
(Apostolic Constitutions). We must be zeal-
ous in learning sacred literature and in praying 
for it to be unveiled to us (Origen). While the 
remembrance of God should be continual, limits 
are necessary for the discussion and discipline of 
theology (Gregory of Nazianzus). 

1:1-2 The Lord Calls Joshua 

 The Death of the Law. Origen: The book 
does not so much indicate to us the deeds of the 
son of Nun as it represents for us the mysteries of 
Jesus my Lord. For he himself is the one who 
assumes power after the death of Moses; he is the 
one who leads the army and fights against Ama-
lek. What was foreshadowed there on the moun-
tain by lifted hands1 was the time when   “he 
attaches [them] to his cross, triumphing over the 
principalities and powers on it.”2 

 Thus Moses is dead; for the law has ceased, 
because  “the law and the prophets extend only up 
to John.”3 Do you want me to bring forth proofs 
from the Scriptures that the law is called Moses? 
Hear what he says in the Gospel:  “They have 
Moses and the prophets, let them listen to them.”4 
Here, without any doubt, he calls the law Moses. 

Therefore  “Moses, the servant of God, is 
dead”;5 for the law is dead, and the legal precepts 
are now invalid. Homilies on Joshua 1.3.6 

Moses’ Constant Companion. Ambrose: 
Joshua the son of Nun became so great, because 
his union with Moses was the means not only of 
instructing him in a knowledge of the law but 
also of sanctifying him to receive grace. When in 
his tabernacle the majesty of the Lord was seen to 
shine forth in its divine Presence, Joshua alone 
was in the tabernacle. When Moses spoke with 
God, Joshua too was covered by the sacred 
cloud.7 The priests and people stood below, and 
Joshua and Moses went up the mount to receive 

the law. All the people were within the camp; 
Joshua was without the camp in the tabernacle of 
witness. When the pillar of a cloud came down 
and God spoke with Moses, Joshua stood as a 
trusty servant beside him. He, a young man, did 
not go out of the tabernacle, though the old men 
who stood far off trembled at these divine won-
ders. Duties of the Clergy 2.20.98.8 

The Successor to Moses. Lactantius: For 
the prophet does not speak this way:  “And the 
Lord said to me,” but to Jesus [ Joshua],9 in order 
to show that he was not speaking of himself but 
of Christ to whom God was then speaking. For 
that Jesus [ Joshua] was a figure of Christ. 
Although he was first called Hoshea, Moses, 
foreseeing the future, ordered him to be called 
Joshua (or Jesus), so that, since he was selected 
leader of the soldiery against Amalek who was 
attacking the children of Israel, he might over-
come the adversary through the figure of his 
name and lead the people into the land of prom-
ise.10 And for this reason also he succeeded 
Moses, to show that the new law given through 
Jesus Christ would succeed the old law which was 
given through Moses. Epitome of the Divine 
Institutes 4.17.11 

Joshua as Type of Christ. Chrysostom: 
The name of Jesus [ Joshua] was a type. For this 
reason then, and because of the very name, the 
creation reverenced him. What then! Was no 
other person called Jesus [ Joshua]? But this man 
was on this account so called as a type; for he 
used to be called Hoshea. Therefore the name 
was changed: for it was a prediction and a proph-
ecy. He brought in the people into the promised 
land, as Jesus into heaven; not the law; since nei-
ther did Moses [enter the promised land] but 
remained outside. The law has not power to bring 

1Ex 17:11.   2Col 2:14-15.   3Mt 11:13.   4Lk 16:29.    5Deut 34:5.   6FC 
105:29*.   7Ex 24:12ff.   8NPNF 2 10:58-59*.   9Joshua and Jesus are the 
same word in the Greek language. Hence, the name Joshua is rendered 
“Jesus” in the LXX. Consequently, many Christian readers understood 
Joshua as a type of Christ.   10Num 13:8, 16.   11FC 49:289*.
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in, but grace. Homilies on Hebrews 27.6.12 

1:3-4 The Promise of Land 

The Contribution of Joshua. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: What is the special excellence of 
Joshua? His generalship, and the distribution of 
the inheritance, and the taking possession of the 
Holy Land. On Basil the Great, Oration 
43.72.13 

On Conquering Vices. Origen: But let us 
consider what is promised to us in these words. 

There are certain diabolical races of powerful 
adversaries against whom we wage a battle and 
against whom we struggle in this life. However 
many of these races we set under our feet, how-
ever many we conquer in battle, we shall seize 
their territories, their provinces and their realms, 
as Jesus our Lord apportions them to us. For they 
were once angels; they were glorified in the king-
dom of God. Or do we not read that Isaiah says of 
one of them,  “How did Lucifer fall, the one who 
rose in the morning?”14 That Lucifer, without a 
doubt, had a throne in the heavens until he 
became a fugitive angel. If I should conquer him 
and set him under my feet, if I should deserve 
that the Lord Jesus  “crush Satan under my feet,”15 
I shall be ready as a consequence to receive the 
place of Lucifer in heaven. 

Thus we understand the promise to us from 
our Lord Jesus that  “every place we set the soles 
of our feet”16 will be ours. But let us not imagine 
that we may be able to enter into this inheritance 
yawning and drowsy, through ease and negli-
gence. The wrath of his own race possesses the 
angel [Lucifer]. Unless you vanquish this [wrath] 
in yourself and cut off all violent impulses of 
anger and rage, you will not be able to claim as an 
inheritance the place that angel once had. For you 
will not expel him from the land of promise by 
your slothfulness. In like manner, some angels 
incite pride, jealousy, greed and lust and instigate 
these evil things. Unless you gain the mastery 
over their vices in yourself and exterminate them 

from your land—which now through the grace of 
baptism has been sanctified—you will not receive 
the fullness of the promised inheritance. Homi-
lies on Joshua 1.6.17 

The Journey to Inheritance. Origen: 
What are the places we ascend with the soles of 
our feet? The letter of the law is placed on the 
ground and lies down below. On no occasion, 
then, does the one who follows the letter of the 
law ascend. But if you are able to rise from the 
letter to the spirit and also ascend from history to 
a higher understanding, then truly you have as-
cended the lofty and high place that you will re-
ceive from God as your inheritance. For if in 
these things that are written you perceive types 
and observe figures of heavenly things, and with 
reflection and intuitive feeling  “you seek those 
things that are above, where Christ is sitting at 
the right hand of God,”18 then you will receive 
this place as your inheritance. For our Lord and 
Savior says,  “Where I am, there also will be my 
servant.”19 

If therefore you have arrived all the way to 
Christ, who sits at the right hand of God, by your 
faith, life, purity and virtue, and by those  “soles of 
your feet”20 that Jesus washed, you have approached 
that place. God will give it to you. Then not only  
“will you be made heirs of God” but also  “co-heirs 
with Christ.”21 Homilies on Joshua 2.3.22 

1:5 I Will Not Forsake You 

God Will Provide. Augustine: Pay atten-
tion to what comes next:  “Without love, a mea-
sure of money is sufficient for present needs,”23 
because he himself said,  “‘I will not forsake you, I 
will not desert you.’24 You were afraid of I don’t 
know what evils, for that reason you were saving 
up money; count me as your guarantor.” That’s 

12NPNF 1 14:489*.   13NPNF 2 7:420.   14Is 14:12.   15Rom 16:20.   
16Deut 11:24.   17FC 105:33-34*.   18Col 3:1.   19Jn 12:26.   20Jn 13:5.   
21Rom 8:17.   22FC 105:39-40.   23Cf. Heb 13:5.   24Cf. Heb 13:5; Deut 
31:6, 8.
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what God says to you. It isn’t a man, not your 
equal or you yourself, but God who says to you,  
“I will not forsake you, I will not desert you.” If a 
man made such a promise, you would trust him; 
God makes it, and you hesitate? He made the 
promise, put it in writing, made out the bond; 
you needn’t worry at all. Read what you’ve got in 
your hand, you’re holding God’s bond; as your 
debtor you hold the one whom you have asked to 
cancel your debts. Sermon 177.11.25 

Self-Discipline. Clement of Alexandria: 
We must join in disciplining ourselves to beware 
of all that is subject to the passions. We must, like 
true philosophers, escape from any foods that 
arouse sexual desire, from a dissolute relaxation 
in bed, from luxury and all the passions that 
make for luxury. We realize that others find this a 
grievous struggle. It is no longer so for us, since 
self-discipline is God’s greatest gift.  “He has said, 
‘I will never forsake you or abandon you,’ ” who 
has judged you worthy by a decision that is 
wholly genuine. In this way, as we carefully strive 
to go to him, the Lord’s  “easy yoke”26 will receive 
us. Stromateis 2.20.126.27 

Fear Not. Chrysostom: Nevertheless, I say, 
fear not. Paul comforts you saying,  “God is faith-
ful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above 
that which you are able, but will with the tempta-
tion also provide the way of escape, that you may 
be able to bear it.”28 He indeed himself has said,  
“I will never leave you or forsake you.” For had he 
resolved to punish us in deed and in actual endur-
ance, he would not have given us over to terror 
during so many days. For when he would not 
punish, he frightens; since if he were intending to 
punish, fear would be superfluous, and threaten-
ing superfluous. But now, we have sustained a life 
more grievous than countless deaths; fearing and 
trembling during so many days, and being suspi-
cious of our very shadows; and paying the pun-
ishment of Cain;29 and in the midst of our sleep, 
starting up, through constant agony of mind. So 
that if we have kindled God’s wrath, we have 

appeased him in the endurance of such a punish-
ment. For if we have not paid the satisfaction due 
to our sins, yet it has been enough to satisfy the 
mercy of God. Homilies Concerning the 
Statues 6.3.30 

God’s Presence. Cassiodorus: The fifth 
kindness follows, which is bestowed with true 
certainty on every really staunch Catholic. He 
means:  “Even if I were to walk among heretics 
and schismatics” (they are rightly called the 
shadow of death since they have the form of 
death as they lead us to hell)  “I will not fear their 
foul enticements, for you defend me with the pro-
tection of your presence.” In the prophet’s words: 
I will not leave you or forsake you; for in this 
world the church walks among the wicked, until 
he who separates the good from the evil shall 
come on judgment day. Exposition of the 
Psalms 22.4.31 

1:6-9 Be Strong and Courageous 

Be Valiant. Pachomius: Still, toss all pride far 
from your side, and be valiant. Look: when 
Joshua [son] of Nun was valiant, God delivered 
his enemies into his hands. If you are faint-
hearted, you become a stranger to the law of God. 
Faintheartedness fills you with pretexts for lazi-
ness, mistrust and negligence, until you are 
destroyed. Instructions 21.32 

Contemplate Scripture. Apostolic Con-
stitutions: You should not be like a wanderer, 
rambling about the streets, without just cause, to 
spy out those who live wickedly. But by minding 
your own trade and employment, endeavor to do 
what is acceptable to God. And keeping in mind 
the oracles of Christ, meditate in the same con-
tinually. For so the Scripture says to you:  “You 
shall meditate in his law day and night; when you 
walk in the field, and when you sit in your house, 

25WSA 3 5:287-88.   26Mt 11:30.   27FC 85:239-40.   281 Cor 10:13.   
29Gen 4:11-12.   30NPNF 1 9:382*.   31ACW 51:237*.   32CS 47:21.
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and when you lie down, and when you rise up, 
that you may have understanding in all things.”33 
No, although you are rich and so do not want a 
trade for your maintenance, don’t be one that 
wonders and walks around at random; but either 
go to some that are believers, and of the same reli-
gion, and confer and discourse with them about 
the lively oracles of God. Or if you stay at home, 
read the books of the Law, of the Kings, with the 
Prophets; sing the hymns of David; and peruse 
diligently the gospel, which is the completion of 
the other. Constitutions of the Holy Apos-
tles 1.2.4-5.34 

Prayerful Meditation. Origen: I fear, how-
ever, lest by too much negligence and dullness of 
heart the divine volumes be not only veiled to us 
but also sealed, so that  “if a book should be put 
into the hands of a man who cannot read, he 
would say, ‘I cannot read’; if it should be put into 
the hands of a man who can read, he would say, ‘It 
is sealed.’ ”35 Whence it is shown that we must 
not only employ zeal to learn the sacred litera-
ture, but we must also pray to the Lord and 
entreat  “day and night”36 that the lamb  “of the 
tribe of Judah” may come and himself taking  “the 
sealed book” may deign to open it.37 Homilies 
on Exodus 12.4.38 

Limits for Theology. Gregory of Nazian-
zus: What aspects of theology should be investi-
gated, and to what limit? Only aspects within our 
grasp, and only to the limit of the experience and 
capacity of our audience. Just as excess of sound 
or food injures the hearing or general health, or, if 
you prefer, as loads that are too heavy injure 
those who carry them, or as excessive rain harms 
the soil, we too must guard against the danger 
that the toughness, so to speak, of our discourses 

may so oppress and overtax our hearers as actu-
ally to impair the powers they had before. 

Yet I am not maintaining that we ought not to 
be mindful of God at all times. My adversaries, 
ever ready and quick to attack, need not pounce 
on me again. It is more important that we should 
remember God than that we should breathe: 
indeed, if one may say so, we should do nothing 
else besides. I am one of those who approve the 
precept that commands us to  “meditate day and 
night,”39 to tell of the Lord  “evening, and morn-
ing, and at noon,”40 and to  “bless the Lord at all 
times,”41 or in the words of Moses,  “when we lie 
down, when we rise up, when we walk by the 
way,”42 or when we do anything else whatever, 
and by this mindfulness be molded to purity. So 
it is not continual remembrance of God I seek to 
discourage, but continual discussion of theology. 
I am not opposed either to theology, as if it were 
a breach of piety, but only to its untimely prac-
tice, nor to instruction in theology, except when 
this goes to excess. Fullness and surfeit even of 
honey, for all its goodness, produces vomiting;43 
and  “to everything there is a season,”44 as 
Solomon said I think, and  “what’s well is not 
well if the hour be ill.” A flower is completely out 
of season in winter, a man’s clothing is out of 
place on a woman, a woman’s on a man. Immod-
erate laughter is unseemly during mourning, as 
are tears at a drinking party. Are we then to 
neglect  “the due season” only in the discussion of 
theology, where observing the proper time is of 
such supreme importance? Theological Ora-
tions 1 (27).3-4.45 

33Deut 6:7.   34ANF 7:393*.   35Is 29:11-12.   36See Ps 1:2.   37See Rev 
5:5.   38FC 71:372*.   39Ps 1:2.   40Ps 55:17 (54:17 LXX).   41Ps 34:1 (33:1 
LXX).   42Deut 6:7.   43See Prov 25:16.   44Eccles 3:1.   45FGFR 218-19*.
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1 : 1 0 - 1 8  J O S H U A  C O M M A N D S  T H E  T R I B E S

10Then Joshua commanded the officers of the people, 11“Pass through the camp, and command
the people, ‘Prepare your provisions; for within three days you are to pass over this Jordan, to go in
to take possession of the land which the Lord your God gives you to possess.’ ”

12And to the Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh Joshua said, 13“Remember
the word which Moses the servant of the Lord commanded you, saying, ‘The Lord your God is
providing you a place of rest, and will give you this land.’ 14Your wives, your little ones, and your
cattle shall remain in the land which Moses gave you beyond the Jordan; but all the men of valor
among you shall pass over armed before your brethren and shall help them, 15until the Lord gives
rest to your brethren as well as to you, and they also take possession of the land which the Lord
your God is giving them; then you shall return to the land of your possession, and shall possess it,
the land which Moses the servant of the Lord gave you beyond the Jordan toward the sunrise.” 

Overview: As Joshua commands the people to 
prepare food for the three-day journey to enter 
the land they are to possess, the mystery of the 
Trinity and the sacrament of baptism are signi-
fied. To follow the Lord into the promised land, 
the food of good works is needed for the journey 
(Caesarius of Arles). The inheritances deter-
mined through Moses and Joshua represent two 
groups: those who are firstborn according to na-
ture and those who receive the blessing through 
grace. Strong men, who signify defenders of the 
truth, go out into the battle, while the infants and 
women, who signify those who are silent and 
weak, offer us no aid in the fight (Origen).

1:10-11 Joshua Commands the Officers

The Mystery of the Trinity. Caesarius of 
Arles: At the death of Moses, Joshua received 
the rule; and when the law ended, our true Lord 
Jesus obtained the rule of the whole world. 
Therefore, Joshua who typified the Lord said to 
the people when he came to the Jordan:  “Prepare 
your provisions until the third day.” The third 
day, dearly beloved, we recognize as the mystery 
of the Trinity. What food should we prepare so 
that we may come to the third day? It seems to me 

that this food should be understood as faith; for 
Christians it is by faith that they believe in the 
Trinity and arrive at the sacrament of baptism. 
Therefore, what Joshua then told his people, the 
true Joshua or Jesus now tells the Christian peo-
ple through his ministers. Indeed, what else does 
this mean:  “Prepare your provisions until the 
third day,” except to receive the mystery of the 
Trinity? After this the Jordan was crossed just as 
if the mystery of baptism were completed, and the 
people of Israel entered the promised land. It is 
true, brothers; unless a person crosses through 
the sacrament of baptism, he will not see the land 
of true promise, that is, eternal beatitude. Ser-
mon 115.1.1

The Food of Good Works. Caesarius of 
Arles: For this reason Joshua said to the people,  
“Prepare your provisions for the journey.” Today, 
if you willingly listen, Christ our Lord says to 
you, “If you will follow me, prepare food for the 
journey.” This food is good works which accom-
pany us like faithful food for the journey to future 
bliss. Therefore, consider, brothers, that if each 
one does not prepare food for himself, he cannot 

1FC 47:167*.  
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follow Joshua when he enters the land of promise.
Sermon 116.2.2

1:12-15 A Reminder of Moses’ Words

Inheritance of the Firstborn. Origen: 
Let us look closely at what sign those two and a 
half tribes hold who receive the land of inherit-
ance through Moses, and what sign the remain-
der of the nine and a half tribes hold who receive 
the promise of the holy land through Jesus 
[ Joshua].

First of all, I think it is impossible for it to 
have happened accidentally that those who 
receive a portion through Moses were all first-
born. For Reuben was the firstborn of Leah;3 
Gad, the firstborn of Zilpah;4 and Manasseh, the 
firstborn of Asenath the Egyptian whom Joseph 
married, the daughter of Potiphar the priest of 
Heliopolis.5 For myself, I can never be persuaded 
that it was by chance that the firstborn were the 
only ones whose inheritance was determined 
through Moses. Rather, I believe that in these 
things the design of two groups of people was 
already foreshadowed at that time: One would 
seem to be the firstborn according to the order of 
nature; the other, the people who would receive 
the blessing of their inheritance through faith and 

grace. Homilies on Joshua 3.1.6

Assistance in the Battle. Origen: Rest is 
not given first to those who through Moses 
receive the inheritance—that is, those who 
pleased God through the law—unless they assist 
their brothers in the battles. Only women and 
infants receive rest through Moses. The others do 
not rest but go out to the aid of their brothers. . . .

Thus those who are strong men, their loins 
armed and girded with truth, go forth to our aid 
and fight with us. But  “infants and women” do 
not go out to our battle. This is not an astonish-
ing thing, for an infant is said to be one who does 
not speak. How is a person able to assist me who 
has spoken nothing, the one of whom I discover 
nothing that I may read, the one who does not 
instruct me by a word? But the apostle says that a 
woman is a  “weak vessel.”7 Suitably, therefore, a 
weak vessel does not come to the conflict lest it 
be broken in pieces and destroyed. For concern-
ing our Lord Jesus, it is also said in the Gospels 
that  “he did not break a bruised reed.”8 Homi-
lies on Joshua 3.1.9

2 : 1 - 7  R A H A B  H I D E S  T H E  S P I E S

1And Joshua the son of Nun sent two men secretly from Shittim as spies, saying, “Go, view the
land, especially Jericho.” And they went, and came into the house of a harlot whose name was
Rahab, and lodged there. 2And it was told the king of Jericho, “Behold, certain men of Israel have
come here tonight to search out the land.” 3Then the king of Jericho sent to Rahab, saying, “Bring
forth the men that have come to you, who entered your house; for they have come to search out all
the land.” 4But the woman had taken the two men and hidden them; and she said, “True, men
came to me, but I did not know where they came from; 5and when the gate was to be closed, at

2FC 47:172-73*.   3Gen 29:32.   4Gen 30:10-11.   5Gen 41:50.   6FC 
105:41-42.   71 Pet 3:7.   8Mt 12:20.   9FC 105:42-43.
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dark, the men went out; where the men went I do not know; pursue them quickly, for you will
overtake them.” 6But she had brought them up to the roof, and hid them with the stalks of flax
which she had laid in order on the roof. 7So the men pursued after them on the way to the Jordan
as far as the fords; and as soon as the pursuers had gone out, the gate was shut.

Overview: The historical account of Joshua’s 
sending of two spies was visibly fulfilled through 
John the Baptist, God’s messenger, who preached 
repentance to prostitutes and publicans (Ori-
gen). According to another interpretation, this 
event spiritually signifies Jesus’ sending of two 
messengers, Peter and Paul, in order to lead his 
people into the gospel ( Jerome). Still another in-
terpretation maintains that the two spies symbol-
ize two commands: to love God and neighbor 
(Caesarius of Arles). By receiving the spies, Ra-
hab prefigures the church: the harlot was no 
longer a prostitute, as we are not in our own 
hearts when we cease to live according to the 
flesh (Origen, Gregory of Elvira). As her name 
means  “pride,” Rahab typifies the church, which 
transforms the prideful into the humble ( Jerome, 
Cassiodorus). Rahab’s lie, like all lies, is unjust. 
It is her benevolence and not her deception that is 
rewarded (Augustine). Scripture recalls Rahab’s 
immorality. Yet it is for her lie that she is found 
deserving of eternal blessing (Cassian). Her re-
pentance and faith, demonstrated by her lie that 
safeguarded the sacred, ensured her salvation. 
Even more so will ours (Chrysostom). She hid 
the spies on the roof, signifying the loftiness of 
her faith, and covered them with flax, in order 
that it would be purified ( Jerome).

2:1-2 Joshua Sends Out Spies

Messengers of God. Origen: Meanwhile, the 
spies are sent by Jesus [ Joshua] to Jericho and are 
received by the prostitute Rahab. Those spies, 
who are sent before the face of Jesus [ Joshua], can 
also be considered the messengers of God, just as 
it is written,  “Behold, I send my messenger 
before your face who will prepare your paths.”1 
This passage, fulfilled invisibly through others, 

was fulfilled visibly through John, about whom 
this was also written. Because the scribes and 
Pharisees did not believe him, the Lord spoke 
concerning the baptism of John and said that the  
“prostitutes and publicans who believed”2 were 
baptized. The same thing is fulfilled in the fact 
that the prostitute received the spies of Jesus 
[ Joshua] and is snatched away and brought back 
from the destruction of every hostile nation.
Homilies on Joshua 3.3.3

The Two Messengers. Jerome: We have been 
following so far the historical interpretation, and 
you perceive how from the history itself we are 
ascending upward gradually to a mystical under-
standing. Jesus [ Joshua], the leader, who had led 
the people out of Egypt; Jesus [ Joshua], whose 
name means Savior, after the death and burial of 
Moses in the land of Moab in the land of Arabia—
that is, after the law was dead—Jesus desires to 
lead his people into the gospel and sends out two 
men on secret mission to Jericho. Two messengers 
he sends: one to the circumcised; the other to the 
Gentiles, Peter and Paul. Jericho seeks to kill them; 
the harlot takes them in, meaning, of course, the 
church gathered together from the Gentiles. 
Homilies on the Psalms 18 (Ps 86).4

Two Commands. Caesarius of Arles: More-
over, Joshua sends two spies to the city of Jericho, 
and they are received by a harlot. Joshua sent two 
spies because the true Joshua was going to give 
two commands of love. In truth, what else do the 
men whom the true Joshua sends announce to us 
except that we should love God and our neigh-
bor? Sermon 115.2.5

1Mt 11:10; Mk 1:2.   2Mt 21:32.   3FC 105:46-47.   4FC 48:138.   
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No Longer a Prostitute. Origen: Never-
theless, our Jesus [ Joshua] sends spies to the king 
of Jericho, and they are received hospitably by a 
prostitute. But the prostitute who received the 
spies sent by Jesus [ Joshua] was no longer a pros-
titute since she received them. Indeed, everyone 
of us was a prostitute in his heart as long as he 
lived according to the desires and lusts of the 
flesh. Homilies on Joshua 1.4.6

The Prostitute Viewed from Salvation 
History. Gregory of Elvira: “And Joshua the 
son of Nun,” it says,  “sent two spies from Shittim, 
saying to them ‘Go up and survey the land and 
Jericho.’ When they arrived in Jericho, the two 
young men entered the house of a prostitute by 
the name of Rahab and stayed there as guests.” 
Pay attention to the structure of this mystery, 
most beloved brothers, and ask yourselves why 
men as great as these, for whom the Lord had 
performed such marvels and miracles, entered the 
house of a woman of ill repute, as if they were 
unable to lodge elsewhere. They did this not by 
chance, I believe, but intentionally by prophetic 
design. For I find this prostitute in many places, 
not only as a hostess of saints but also as their 
bride. The most holy prophet Hosea, for 
instance, was commanded by the Lord to accept a 
harlot as his wife:  “For the Lord said to me, ‘Take 
for your wife a prostitute and generate children of 
prostitution.’ ”7 Even our Lord and Savior him-
self, when he had sat down by the well in 
Samaria, conversed with an immoral woman to 
whom no one had previously spoken there. After 
he said to her,  “You have had five husbands and 
the one you have now is not your husband,”8 she 
believed that he was the Messiah, that is, she con-
fessed him to be the Christ. Then there was the 
harlot who washed the Savior’s feet with her 
tears and wiped them with her hair and anointed 
them while kissing them.9 Let us see, therefore, 
what our hostess represents. This Rahab, 
although she is called a prostitute, nevertheless is 
a sign of the virgin church, considered as a fore-
shadow of the coming realities at the end of the 

age, where she alone is preserved to life among all 
who are perishing. For even when it was said to 
the prophet Hosea,  “Take for your wife a prosti-
tute,” surely then the image of the church as com-
ing from the Gentiles was being prefigured, given 
that the people were to be gathered from the har-
lotry of the nations and from prostitution with 
idols, for, it says,  “they prostituted themselves to 
strange gods.”10 Indeed, she is called  “the church” 
because the Greek word ecclesia means  “gathering 
of the people.” And just as the apostle says,  “An 
unfaithful wife is sanctified through her faithful 
husband,”11 so also is the church, coming from 
the infidelity of the Gentiles and prostitution 
with idols, sanctified through the body of Christ, 
of which we are members, as we learn from the 
same apostolic author.12 Because the church, as I 
have often said, gathered from the multitude of 
Gentiles, was then called a prostitute, therefore 
the church is found in the figure of Rahab, the 
hostess of saints. Origen’s Tractates on the 
Books of Holy Scripture 12.13

Rahab’s Name. Jerome: Rahab; what is the 
force of her name? We have been following the 
historical sense; let us now reflect upon the 
anagogic14 significance of the name. Rahab thus 
admits of two interpretations: the name may 
imply either a  “broad space” or, better,  “pride.” 
Consider, therefore, its impact. She who formerly 
walked the broad, spacious road to death,15 she 
whose pride was driving her to destruction, was 
later converted unto humility. Homilies on the 
Psalms 18 (Ps 86).16

Rahab the Proud. Cassiodorus: Rahab was 
a harlot who secretly admitted the spies of Joshua 
when they visited Jericho and let them out by 
another exit so that they should not be captured. 
Her name means  “pride.” She was converted by 

6FC 105:31.   7Hos 1:2.   8Jn 4:18.   9See Lk 7:37-47.   10Deut 31:16.   
111 Cor 7:14.   12See Rom 12:5; 1 Cor 6:15; 1 Cor 12.   13CCL 69:91-92.   
14“Leading upward” toward heaven and the age to come.   15Mt 7:13.   
16FC 48:139.



Joshua 2:1-7

10

God’s generosity and deserved to obtain mercy. 
She is a type of the church, which takes in souls 
endangered by the vice of pride, and lets them out 
into life by another route, the way of humility and 
patience. Exposition of the Psalms 86.4.17

2:3-5 Rahab Lies to the King of Jericho

Her Mercy, Not Her Lying, Is Rewarded. 
Augustine: Therefore, no lie is just. Accord-
ingly, when examples of lying are proposed to us 
from the sacred Scriptures, either they are not 
lies but are thought so for not being understood, 
or, if they are lies, they are not to be imitated be-
cause they cannot be just.

As for its being written that God dealt well 
with the Hebrew midwives18 and with Rahab the 
harlot of Jericho, he did not deal well with them 
because they lied but because they were merciful 
to the men of God. And so, it was not their 
deception that was rewarded, but their benevo-
lence; the benignity of their intention, not the 
iniquity of their invention. Against Lying 15.31-
32.19

Through Deception Ironically Came 
Blessing. John Cassian: This was the case 
with Rahab. Scripture not only recalls nothing 
virtuous about her but even speaks of her immo-
rality. Yet for her lie alone, whereby she chose to 
conceal the spies rather than betray them, she 
deserved to share an eternal blessing with the 
people of God. If she had chosen to speak the 
truth or to be concerned for the safety of her peo-
ple, there is no doubt that she and her whole 
household would not have escaped the approach-
ing destruction and that she would not have 
deserved to be included among those responsible 
for the Lord’s birth, to be numbered on the roll of 
the patriarchs, and, through her offspring, to 
beget the Savior of all.20 Conference 17.17.1-2.21

Rahab’s Salvation Assures Ours. Chry-
sostom: “By faith Rahab the prostitute did not 
perish with those who were disobedient, having 

received the spies, but she directed their depar-
ture by another road.”22 And pay attention to how 
much wisdom she blended with her prudence. 
When those sent by the king came and requested 
the spies, they ask her,  “Did men enter in here 
and come near you?” She answers them,  “Yes, 
they entered in.” First she builds the truth, and 
then she applies the lie on top. For no lie like this 
becomes believable unless it first reveals the 
truth. For this reason all who tell lies probably to 
be believed, first speak of truths and reveal con-
fessions and later add the lies and things which 
are questionable.  “Spies entered in here and came 
near you?”  “Yes,” she says. If she had said  “no” 
from the beginning, she would have challenged 
the messengers to investigate. However,  “they 
entered in,” she says,  “and they came out and 
escaped by such and such a road. Pursue them 
and you will capture them.” O this good lie! O 
this good fraud, which does not betray the divine 
but safeguards the sacred! When the mouths of 
saints preach the repentance that made Rahab 
worthy of such salvation, for example, Joshua the 
son of Nun, who shouts in the desert,  “Let Rahab 
the prostitute live”; and Paul, who says,  “By faith 
Rahab the prostitute did not perish with those 
who were disobedient,”23 will we not receive sal-
vation even more so when we offer to God our 
repentance? Homilies on Repentance and 
Almsgiving 7.5.17.24

2:6 Rahab Hides the Spies Under Flax Stalks

Flax Symbolizes Purity, Having Been 
Broken, Twisted and Washed. Jerome: “I 
will be mindful of Rahab,” of Rahab, that harlot 
who lodged Jesus’ [ Joshua’s] secret agents, who 
lived in Jericho where Jesus [ Joshua] had come 
and had dispatched the two spies. Jericho, that 
collapsed in seven days, is a type of this world, 
and as such is determined to kill the secret 
agents. Because, therefore, Jericho is bent upon 

17ACW 52:338-39.   18See Ex 1:17-20.   19FC 16:165.   20Mt 1:5.   
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killing the spies, Rahab, the harlot, alone received 
them, lodged them not on the ground floor but in 
the upper story of the roof—or, in other words, 
in the sublimity of her faith. She hid them under 
her stalks of flax. . . .

She believes in Jesus, and those whom Jericho 
is determined to destroy she protects in safety on 
her own roof. She harbors them on the roof—in 
the loftiness of her faith—and hides them under 
the stems of flax. Even though she is a harlot, she 
covers them with flax.

Flax with much labor and care becomes of daz-
zling whiteness. You yourselves know that flax 
grows from the soil and that when it has come 

forth from the ground, it is black; it has no 
beauty; it has no use. First, it is pulled up from 
the ground, broken, then twisted, afterwards 
washed. Next, it is pounded; finally, combed, and 
after so much care and hard work, it finally 
becomes white. Here, then, is the meaning: this 
harlot took the messengers in and covered them 
with her flax so that these agents might turn her 
flax into dazzling whiteness. Homilies on the 
Psalms 18 (Ps 86).25

2 : 8 - 1 4  T H E  F A I T H  O F  R A H A B

8Before they lay down, she came up to them on the roof, 9and said to the men, “I know that the
Lord has given you the land, and that the fear of you has fallen upon us, and that all the inhabit-
ants of the land melt away before you. 10For we have heard how the Lord dried up the water of the
Red Sea before you when you came out of Egypt, and what you did to the two kings of the Amorites
that were beyond the Jordan, to Sihon and Og, whom you utterly destroyed. 11And as soon as we
heard it, our hearts melted, and there was no courage left in any man, because of you; for the Lord
your God is he who is God in heaven above and on earth beneath. 12Now then, swear to me by the
Lord that as I have dealt kindly with you, you also will deal kindly with my father’s house, and
give me a sure sign, 13and save alive my father and mother, my brothers and sisters, and all who
belong to them, and deliver our lives from death.” 14And the men said to her, “Our life for yours! If
you do not tell this business of ours, then we will deal kindly and faithfully with you when the
Lord gives us the land.”

Overview: By abandoning her own beliefs and 
confessing God’s work on Israel’s behalf, Rahab 
demonstrates that God selected one race to call 
all others (Theodoret). She prefigures the 
church, which was once a harlot but later re-
ceived Jesus’ messengers, the apostles (Chrysos-
tom). That she could be forgiven of her 

fornication through repentance shows that salva-
tion is not withheld from any who would repent 
(Cyril of Jerusalem). Rahab’s faith and prophecy 
are noted in her actions and words (Clement of 
Rome).

2:8-11 Rahab Confesses Fear of the Lord

25FC 48:138-39.
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All Races Called Through Israel. The-
odoret of Cyr: For he selected this one nation 
to teach the knowledge of God to all the others. 
Just as he had selected one man—at one time 
Moses, at another Joshua, at another Samuel, at 
another some other of the prophets—to look 
after the welfare of this race, one man who bene-
fited his fellows by practicing true wisdom, so 
through the one race, Israel, he called all the races 
of the earth that shared the same nature to share 
the same religion. Rahab, the harlot, testifies that 
this is so. Though she belonged to a different race 
and was a harlot, she relied solely on their reputa-
tion, accepted their religion, abandoned her own 
beliefs and entrusted herself to strangers.  “We 
have heard,” she said,  “what things the Lord your 
God has done to the Egyptians, and fear of you 
fell on us.” Accordingly, she made a pact with the 
spies and sealed it with an oath. On Divine 
Providence 10.49.1

Rahab Prefigures the Church. Chrysos-
tom: Do you see how with faith she takes on her 
lips the word of the Lawgiver?  “And I realize that 
your God is up in heaven and down on the earth, 
and that apart from him there is no God.” Rahab 
is a prefigurement of the church, which was at 
one time mixed up in the prostitution of the 
demons and which now accepts the spies of 
Christ, not the ones sent by Joshua the son of 
Nun, but the apostles who were sent by Jesus the 
true Savior.  “I learned,” she says,  “that your God 
is up in heaven and down on the earth, and that 
apart from him there is no God.” The Jews 
received these things and did not safeguard them; 
the church heard these things and preserved 
them. Therefore, Rahab, the prefigurement of the 
church, is worthy of all praise. Homilies on 
Repentance and Almsgiving 7.5.16.2

Repentance Procures Salvation. Cyril of 
Jerusalem: Pass now, pray, to the others who 
were saved by repentance. Perhaps even among 
the women someone will say,  “I have committed 
fornication and adultery. I have defiled my body 

with every excess. Can there be salvation for me?” 
Fix your eyes, woman, upon Rahab, and look for 
salvation for yourself too. For if she who openly 
and publicly practiced fornication was saved 
through repentance, will not she whose fornica-
tion preceded the gift of grace be saved by repen-
tance and fasting? For observe how she was saved. 
She said only this:  “Since the Lord, your God, is 
God in heaven above and on earth below.”  “Your 
God,” she said, for she did not dare call him her 
God, because of her wantonness. If you want 
scriptural testimony of her salvation, you have it 
recorded in the Psalms:  “I will think of Rahab 
and Babylon among those who know me.”3 The 
salvation procured by repentance is open to men 
and women alike. Catechetical Lectures 2.9.4

2:12-14 Rahab Asks for a Pledge

Rahab’s Faith and Prophecy. Clement of 
Rome: For her faith and hospitality Rahab the 
harlot was saved. For when the spies were sent 
forth into Jericho by Joshua the son of Nun, the 
king of the land perceived that they were coming to 
spy out his country, and [he] sent forth men to 
seize them, that being seized they might be put to 
death. So the hospitable Rahab received them and 
hid them in the upper chamber under the flax 
stalks. And when the messengers of the king came 
near and said,  “The spies of our land entered into 
your house; bring them forth, for the king so 
orders,” then she answered,  “The men truly, whom 
you seek, came to me, but they departed immedi-
ately and are journeying on the way”; and she 
pointed out to them the opposite road. And she 
said to the men,  “Without a doubt I perceive that 
the Lord your God will deliver this city to you; for 
the fear and the dread of you is fallen upon its 
inhabitants. When therefore it shall come to pass 
that you take it, save me and the house of my 
father.” And they said to her,  “It shall be even so as 
you have spoken to us. Therefore, when you per-
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ceive that we are coming, you shall gather all your 
folk beneath your roof, and they shall be saved; for 
as many as shall be found outside of the house 
shall perish.” And moreover they gave her a sign, 
that she should hang out from her house a scarlet 
thread, thereby showing beforehand that through 

the blood of the Lord there shall be redemption for 
all them that believe and hope on God. You see, 
dearly beloved, not only faith, but prophecy, is 
found in the woman. 1 Clement 12.5

2 : 1 5 - 2 4  T H E  S P I E S  E S C A P E  J E R I C H O

15Then she let them down by a rope through the window, for her house was built into the city
wall, so that she dwelt in the wall. 16And she said to them, “Go into the hills, lest the pursuers
meet you; and hide yourselves there three days, until the pursuers have returned; then afterward
you may go your way.” 17The men said to her, “We will be guiltless with respect to this oath of
yours which you have made us swear. 18Behold, when we come into the land, you shall bind this
scarlet cord in the window through which you let us down; and you shall gather into your house
your father and mother, your brothers, and all your father’s household. 19If any one goes out of the
doors of your house into the street, his blood shall be upon his head, and we shall be guiltless; but if
a hand is laid upon any one who is with you in the house, his blood shall be on our head. 20But if
you tell this business of ours, then we shall be guiltless with respect to your oath which you have
made us swear.” 21And she said, “According to your words, so be it.” Then she sent them away, and
they departed; and she bound the scarlet cord in the window.

Overview: Rahab’s words to the spies speak 
deeper truths of Christ and the rigor of the 
church’s journey ( Jerome). That all were to be 
gathered into one house for salvation is a figure 
for the church, outside of which no one is saved 
(Origen, Cyprian). The scarlet cord she bound in 
the window was a sign of her faith (Ambrose) 
that mystically represented the shedding of the 
Lord’s blood (Ambrose, Jerome, Origen). The 
window, which illumines the house with ade-
quate light, anticipates the incarnation, which al-
lows us to behold, in part, the splendor of 
Christ’s divinity (Origen).

2:16 Hide Yourselves in the Hills

Wait Three Days. Jerome: She counsels them 
and says,  “Wait here for three days.” Not one day 
does she specify, nor two days, but definitely 
three days. Notice what she says:  “Wait three 
days.” She does not designate three nights but 
three days, for hers was an enlightened heart. 
Then she says, and after three days—but what 
does she say?  “Do not go through the open 
plains,” she warns,  “but go up the mountain way.” 
The faith of the church is not laid in the valleys 
but is established on the mountains. Later, 
indeed, Jericho is overthrown, but this harlot 
alone is preserved untouched; hence, the Lord 
says,  “I will be mindful of Rahab”; that is, on the 
day of judgment, I will be mindful of her who 
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welcomes my messengers. Homilies on the 
Psalms 18 (Ps 86).1

2:17-20 The Oath of the Spies

The House of Salvation. Origen: Also this 
commandment is given to the person who was 
once a prostitute:  “All,” it says,  “who will be 
found in your house will be saved. But concern-
ing those who go out from the house, we our-
selves are free of them by your oath.” Therefore, 
if  anyone wants to be saved, let him come into 
the house of this one who was once a prostitute. 
Even if anyone from that people wants to be 
saved, let him come in order to be able to attain 
salvation. Let him come to this house in which 
the blood of Christ is the sign of redemption. 
For among those who said,  “His blood be upon 
us and upon our children,”2 the blood of Christ 
is for condemnation. For Jesus had been 
appointed  “for the ruin and the resurrection of 
many.”3 Therefore, for those refuting his sign, 
his blood effects punishment; for those who 
believe, salvation.

Let no one persuade himself, let no one 
deceive himself. Outside this house, that is, out-
side the church, no one is saved. If anyone goes 
outside, he is responsible for his own death. This 
is the significance of the blood, for this is also the 
purification that is manifest through the blood.
Homilies on Joshua 3.5.4

One House, the Church. Cyprian: Rahab, 
who also was a type of the church, expresses the 
same truth. The command given to her ran:  “You 
shall gather to yourself into your house, your 
father, and your mother, and your brothers, and 
all your father’s household; and whosoever shall 
go out of the doors of your house into the street, 
his blood shall be upon his head.” This figure 
declares that all who are to live and escape the 
destruction of the world must be gathered into 
one house alone, the church, while if any of the 
gathered goes outside, that is, if anyone who once 
obtained grace in the church nevertheless aban-

dons the church, his blood will be upon his head, 
that is, he will have himself to blame for his dam-
nation. Letter 69.4.5

2:21 She Bound the Scarlet Cord

A Sign of Faith. Ambrose: A harlot saw this; 
and she who in the destruction of the city lost 
all hope of any means of safety, because her faith 
had conquered, bound a scarlet thread in her 
window, and thus uplifted a sign of her faith and 
the banner of the Lord’s passion; so that the 
semblance of the mystic blood, which should 
redeem the world, might be in memory. So, from 
outside the city, the name of Joshua was a sign of 
victory to those who fought. From within, the 
semblance of the Lord’s passion was a sign of 
salvation to those in danger. On the Christian 
Faith 5.10.127.6

A Scarlet Cord. Jerome: So, too, with a mys-
tic reference to the shedding of blood, it was a 
scarlet cord which the harlot Rahab (a type of the 
church) hung in her window that she might be 
saved at the destruction of Jericho. Letter 52.3.7

The Sign of Blood. Origen: She herself puts 
the scarlet-colored sign in her house, through 
which she is bound to be saved from the destruc-
tion of the city. No other sign would have been 
accepted, except the scarlet-colored one that car-
ried the sign of blood. For she knew there was no 
salvation for anyone except in the blood of 
Christ. Homilies on Joshua 3.5.8

The Window a Figure of the Incarna-
tion. Origen: In that the sign hangs in a win-
dow I think this is indicated: A window is that 
which illumines the house and through which we 
receive light, not wholly but enough, enough to 
suffice for the eye and for our vision. Even the 
incarnation of the Savior did not give us pure 
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wine and the whole aspect of divinity, but 
through his incarnation, just as through the win-
dow, he makes us behold the splendor of the 
divinity. For that reason, so it seems to me, the 

sign of salvation was given through a window.
Homilies on Joshua 3.5.9

3 : 1 - 6  I S R A E L  P R E P A R E S  T O  C R O S S  T H E  J O R D A N

1Early in the morning Joshua rose and set out from Shittim, with all the people of Israel; and
they came to the Jordan, and lodged there before they passed over. 2At the end of three days the
officers went through the camp 3and commanded the people, “When you see the ark of the covenant
of the Lord your God being carried by the Levitical priests, then you shall set out from your place
and follow it, 4that you may know the way you shall go, for you have not passed this way before.
Yet there shall be a space between you and it, a distance of about two thousand cubits; do not come
near it.” 5And Joshua said to the people, “Sanctify yourselves; for tomorrow the Lord will do won-
ders among you.” 6And Joshua said to the priests, “Take up the ark of the covenant, and pass on
before the people.” And they took up the ark of the covenant, and went before the people.

Overview: Joshua is recognized as a type of 
Christ in beginning his rule at the Jordan, ap-
pointing the twelve and collapsing the walls of 
Jericho (Cyril of Jerusalem). As savior he led the 
people of Israel out of Egypt into the land of 
promise ( Jerome). Although blessed to be very 
close to God, the priests and Levites do work that 
is tested by the fire of God’s presence. True 
priests do not simply bear a religious title but are 
those who  “carry the law of God” by doing what 
it says and living holy lives. Entrusted with bear-
ing the ark, the priests lead the procession across 
the Jordan, thereby signifying their responsibility 
to enlighten the people concerning God’s com-
mands. The crossing of the Jordan bears baptis-
mal significance. Joshua’s sweet and fresh gospel 
proclamation succeeds Moses’ briny and bitter 
dispensation through the law (Origen).

3:1 Israel Comes to the Jordan

A Type of Christ. Cyril of Jerusalem: But 
Jesus [ Joshua], son of Nave [Nun], was a type of 
him in many things; for when he began to rule 
the people, he began from the Jordan; thence also 
did Christ begin to preach the gospel after he was 
baptized.1 The son of Nave [Nun] appoints the 
twelve to divide the inheritance;2 and Jesus sends 
forth the twelve apostles, heralds of truth, into 
the whole world.3 He who was the type saved 
Rahab, the harlot, who had believed;4 the true 
Jesus . . . says, Behold:  “the publicans and the har-
lots are entering the kingdom of God before 
you.”5 With but a shout, the walls of Jericho col-
lapsed in the time of the type;6 and because of 
these words of Jesus,  “There will not be left here 
one stone upon another,”7 the temple of the Jews 
just opposite us is fallen; not that this sentence 
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was the cause of its ruin, but rather the sin of the 
transgressors. Catechetical Lectures 10.11.8

Joshua the Savior. Jerome: I will pass to 
Joshua the son of Nun, who was previously called 
Ause, or better, as in the Hebrew, Hoshea, that 
is, Savior. For he, according to the epistle of Jude,9 
saved the people of Israel and led them forth out 
of Egypt and brought them into the land of prom-
ise. Against Jovinianus 1.21.10

3:2-4 The Officers Command the People

Near to God. Origen: Finally, see what is 
said:  “Let the people be at a distance from the ark 
of the covenant,” it says,  “by two thousand 
cubits.” The priests and the Levites, however, are 
very near, and near enough so that the ark of the 
Lord and the divine law are carried on their own 
shoulders. Blessed are those who deserve to be 
very close to God. But remember that it is writ-
ten,  “Those who draw near to me, draw near to 
fire.”11 If you are gold and silver and have drawn 
near to the fire, you will shine forth more splen-
did and glowing because of the fire. But if you are 
conscious of building  “wood, hay and stubble”12 
upon the foundation of your faith, and you 
approach the fire with such building, you will be 
consumed. Blessed, therefore, are those who are 
very near, who are so very near that the fire illu-
mines and does not burn them. Nevertheless, 
even Israel will be saved; but it will be saved from 
far away, and it makes its journey not by its own 
power but by the support and foresight of the 
priests. Homilies on Joshua 4.3.13

3:5-6 Joshua Charges the People and Priests

A Priestly Manner. Origen: It is the ark of 
the covenant of the Lord in which the tablets of 
the law written by the hand of God are preserved. 
And everyone who is  “truly Israel”14 proceeds 
around this ark of the covenant and is not far 
from it; but the Levites and the priests even carry 
it on their shoulders.

For indeed whoever lives by a priestly religion 
and by holiness are themselves truly the priests 
and Levites of the Lord. It is not just those who 
seem to sit in the priestly assembly, but even 
more those who behave in a priestly manner. 
Their portion is the Lord, and they do not pos-
sess any portion on the earth. They carry the law 
of God on their shoulders, namely, by doing and 
accomplishing through their work those things 
that are written in the law. Homilies on Joshua 
9.5.15

The Priestly Role. Origen: It is the priestly 
and levitical order that stands by the ark of the 
covenant of the Lord in which the law of God is 
carried, doubtless, so that they may enlighten the 
people concerning the commandments of God. 
As the prophet says,  “Your word is a lamp for my 
feet, Lord, and a light for my paths.”16 This light 
is kindled by the priests and Levites. Wherefore, 
if by chance anyone from this order  “puts the kin-
dled lamp under a bushel” and not  “upon a lamp 
stand so that it may shine forth for all who are in 
the house,”17 let him see what he must do when 
he begins to render an account of the light to the 
Lord for those who, receiving no illumination 
from the priests, walk in shadows and are blinded 
by the darkness of their sins. Homilies on 
Joshua 4.2.18

A Sweeter Baptism. Origen: In conformity 
with these words, let us also ask God to grant us 
the ability to understand spiritually the crossing 
of the Jordan through Jesus [ Joshua]. We say that 
Paul would have said also of this crossing,  “I do 
not wish you to be ignorant, brothers, that our 
fathers all passed through the Jordan and all were 
baptized into Jesus in the Spirit and in the river.”

Jesus [ Joshua], who succeeded Moses, was a 
type of Jesus the Christ who succeeded the dis-
pensation through the law with the gospel procla-
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mation. This is why, although they are all 
baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, 
their baptism has a bitter and briny element, for 
they still fear their enemies and cry out to the 
Lord and to Moses, saying,  “Did you bring us out 
to die in the wilderness because there were no 
graves in Egypt? Why did you do this to us, hav-
ing brought us out of Egypt?”19

But baptism into Jesus in the truly sweet and 
fresh river has many elements superior to that 
baptism, since the religion has by this time been 

clarified and received a proper order. The ark of 
the covenant of the Lord our God and the priests 
and Levites lead the way; the people follow the 
servants of God, which means that they follow 
those who are capable of understanding the com-
mandment about purity. Jesus [ Joshua] says to 
the people,  “Purify yourselves tomorrow; the 
Lord will do wonders among us.” Commentary 
on the Gospel of John 6.228-30.20

3 : 7 - 1 3  J O S H U A  I N S T R U C T S  T H E  P E O P L E

7And the Lord said to Joshua, “This day I will begin to exalt you in the sight of all Israel, that
they may know that, as I was with Moses, so I will be with you. 8And you shall command the
priests who bear the ark of the covenant, ‘When you come to the brink of the waters of the Jordan,
you shall stand still in the Jordan.’ ” 9And Joshua said to the people of Israel, “Come hither, and
hear the words of the Lord your God.” 10And Joshua said, “Hereby you shall know that the living
God is among you, and that he will without fail drive out from before you the Canaanites, the Hit-
tites, the Hivites, the Perizzites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, and the Jebusites.” 

Overview: The Jordan crossing manifests 
Joshua’s exaltation by the Lord through repre-
senting the mystery of baptism, a dispensation 
that assures us of God’s presence among us (Ori-
gen).

3:7-10 The Lord Will Demonstrate His 
Presence

The Mystery of Baptism. Origen: What 
great things were manifested before! The Red Sea 
was crossed on foot, manna was given from 
heaven, springs were burst open in the wilder-
ness, the law was given through Moses. Many 
signs and marvels were performed in the wilder-
ness, but nowhere is it said that Jesus [ Joshua] 

was  “exalted.” But where the Jordan is crossed, 
there it is said to Jesus [ Joshua],  “In this day I am 
beginning to exalt you in the sight of the people.” 
Indeed, Jesus is not exalted before the mystery of 
baptism. But his exaltation, even his exaltation in 
the sight of the people, assumes a beginning from 
then on. If  “all who are baptized [into Christ 
Jesus] are baptized into his death,”1 and the death 
of Jesus is made complete by the exaltation of the 
cross, deservedly then, Jesus is first exalted for 
each of the faithful when that person arrives at 
the mystery of baptism. Because thus it is written 
that  “God exalted him and gave him a name that 
is above every name, that at the name of Jesus 
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every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth, 
and below the earth.”2 Homilies on Joshua 4.2.3

Baptized into Jesus. Origen: And he com-
mands the priests to go before the people with 
the ark of the covenant. It is then, too, that the 
mystery of the dispensation of the Father with 
the Son is manifested, since the Son is highly 
exalted by him who grants  “that in the name of 
Jesus every knee should bow, of those that are in 
heaven, on earth, and under the earth; and that 
every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is 
Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”4

These matters are revealed through the follow-

ing words which have been recorded in the book 
of Joshua:  “And the Lord said to Jesus [ Joshua], 
‘In this day I will begin to exalt you before the 
sons of Israel.’ ” We must also hear our Lord Jesus 
saying to the sons of Israel,  “Come here and hear 
the Word of the Lord our God. In this you shall 
know that the living God is among you.” For by 
being baptized into Jesus we will know that the 
living God is among us. Commentary on the 
Gospel of John 6.231-32.5

3 : 1 4 - 1 7  T H E  C R O S S I N G  O F  T H E  J O R D A N

14So, when the people set out from their tents, to pass over the Jordan with the priests bearing
the ark of the covenant before the people, 15and when those who bore the ark had come to the Jor-
dan, and the feet of the priests bearing the ark were dipped in the brink of the water (the Jordan
overflows all its banks throughout the time of harvest), 16the waters coming down from above stood
and rose up in a heap far off, at Adam, the city that is beside Zarethan, and those flowing down
toward the sea of the Arabah, the Salt Sea, were wholly cut off; and the people passed over oppo-
site Jericho. 17And while all Israel were passing over on dry ground, the priests who bore the ark of
the covenant of the Lord stood on dry ground in the midst of the Jordan, until all the nation fin-
ished passing over the Jordan.

Overview: Joshua caused the Jordan’s flow to 
cease with the ark’s presence (Paulinus of Nola). 
This remains a unique and credible marvel 
(Gregory of Nyssa). The divided waters of the 
Jordan symbolize two varieties of the baptized: 
those who remain steadfast in God’s grace and 
those who return to sinful living. The journey of 
those who followed Moses out of Egypt and 
Joshua into the promised land mystically signifies 
the progress of new converts (Origen).

3:14-17 Israel Crosses the Jordan on Dry 
Land

The Deeds of Joshua. Paulinus of Nola: 
Then there are the deeds of Joshua, who was 
marked out with Christ’s name; under his guid-
ance the Jordan kept its stream stationary and its 
waters still as it recoiled from the countenance of 
the divine ark. A strange power divided the river. 
One section came to a halt, its stream flowing 
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back, while another section hastened in its glid-
ing course to the sea, leaving the river bed 
exposed. Where the current surged strongly from 
its source, it held back and piled high its waves, 
so that a threatening mountain of water hung 
poised in quivering formation and looked down 
to see human feet passing across the dry, deep 
bed, and grimy soles hastening over the congealed 
mud, dry-footed in mid-river. Poem 27.511.1

A Unique Event. Gregory of Nyssa: Joshua 
son of Nun made the Jordan River stop, but only 
as long as the ark was in the water. As soon as the 
people had crossed to the other side and the ark 
had come through, he gave the river back its usual 
flow again. The bottom of the deep in the Red 
Sea was denuded of water when the sea was 
driven back to either side by the Spirit, but the 
duration of the marvel was the passage of the 
army through the deep on the dry strip. But after 
that the surface of the sea became one again, and 
the temporary gap was flooded over.2 So this 
remains a unique event which occurred in such a 
way that the marvel did not lose credibility 
because of the passage of time, since it continues 
to be testified to by visible traces. The Life of 
Gregory the Wonderworker 7.55.3

Bitter and Sweet Waters. Origen: Still I 
believe it was not without reference to a mystery 
that this was written, that part of the waters of 
the Jordan plunges into the sea and flows into bit-
terness, while the other part continues on in 
sweetness. For if all who are baptized maintained 
the sweetness of the heavenly grace they received 
and no one were changed into the bitterness of 
sins, it would never have been written that part 
of the river was plunged into the abyss of the salty 
sea. Therefore, it seems to me that the variety of 
those baptized is designated in these words, a 
variety we ourselves—I remember with grief—

often see occur. When some who receive holy 
baptism surrender themselves again to the affairs 
of the world and to the lures of pleasure, and 
when they drink the salty cup of avarice, they are 
symbolized by that part of the waters that flows 
into the sea and perishes in salty billows. But the 
part that continues steadfast and protects its own 
sweetness stands for those who unchangeably 
hold the gift of God they have received. Homi-
lies on Joshua 4.2.4

From Egypt to Canaan. Origen: And do not 
imagine that these deeds are only in former times 
and nothing so great as this is brought forth in 
you who are now the hearer of them. For all 
things are fulfilled in you according to a mystical 
reckoning. Indeed you who long to draw near to 
the hearing of the divine law have recently for-
saken the darkness of idolatry and are now for the 
first time forsaking Egypt. When you are reck-
oned among the number of catechumens and 
have undertaken to submit to the precepts of the 
church, you have parted the Red Sea and, placed 
in the stations of the desert, you daily devote 
yourself to hearing the law of God and to looking 
upon the face of Moses, through which the glory 
of the Lord is revealed. But if, you also have 
entered the mystic font of baptism and in the 
presence of the priestly and levitical order have 
been instructed by those venerable and magnifi-
cent sacraments, which are known to those who 
are permitted to know those things, then, with 
the Jordan parted, you will enter the land of 
promise by the services of the priests. In this 
land, Jesus receives you after Moses and becomes 
for you the leader of a new way. Homilies on 
Joshua 4.1.5
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4 : 1 - 7  M E M O R I A L  S T O N E S  P R E S C R I B E D

1When all the nation had finished passing over the Jordan, the Lord said to Joshua, 2“Take
twelve men from the people, from each tribe a man, 3and command them, ‘Take twelve stones from
here out of the midst of the Jordan, from the very place where the priests’ feet stood, and carry
them over with you, and lay them down in the place where you lodge tonight.’ ” 4Then Joshua
called the twelve men from the people of Israel, whom he had appointed, a man from each tribe;
5and Joshua said to them, “Pass on before the ark of the Lord your God into the midst of the Jor-
dan, and take up each of you a stone upon his shoulder, according to the number of the tribes of the
people of Israel, 6that this may be a sign among you, when your children ask in time to come,
‘What do those stones mean to you?’ 7Then you shall tell them that the waters of the Jordan were
cut off before the ark of the covenant of the Lord; when it passed over the Jordan, the waters of the
Jordan were cut off. So these stones shall be to the people of Israel a memorial for ever.”

Overview: With the twelve stones, Joshua antic-
ipated the ministers of baptism (Gregory of 
Nyssa). These serve as types for Christ’s twelve 
apostles (Prudentius). This typology is further 
identified in the number of the patriarchs des-
tined to become tribes and the number of foun-
tains in the desert (Peter Chrysologus). As the 
stones served as visual reminders of God’s salva-
tion for later generations, so images should be 
used to record Christ’s passion and miracles and 
remember the deeds of valiant exemplars ( John 
of Damascus).

4:3-4 Twelve Stones from the Jordan

Joshua Guides the Hebrews. Gregory of 
Nyssa: The people of the Hebrews, as we learn, 
after many sufferings, and after accomplishing 
their weary course in the desert, did not enter the 
land of promise until it had first been brought, 
with Joshua for its guide and the pilot of its life, 
to the passage of the Jordan. But it is clear that 
Joshua also, who set up the twelve stones in the 
stream, was anticipating the coming of the twelve 
disciples, the ministers of baptism. On the Bap-
tism of Christ.1

Twelve Stones. Prudentius: 
Also, twelve stones from Jordan’s bed,
Left dry when waters backward flowed,
He raised and firmly set in place,
The type of Christ’s apostles twelve.

Hymns for Every Day 177-180.2

Typology of Twelve. Peter Chrysologus: 
The twelve patriarchs destined to become twelve 
tribes3 were arranged to be a type and pattern of the 
number of the apostles. So were the twelve fountains4 
in the desert and twelve stones taken from the bed 
of the Jordan. We leave it to the student of the law to 
find deeper proof of all this. Sermon 170.5

4:5-6 This May Be a Sign Among You

Stones Record Salvation. John of Dam-
ascus: God ordered twelve stones to be taken 
from the Jordan, and specified why, for he says,  
“When your children ask their fathers in time to 
come, what do these stones mean? Then you shall 
let your children know, Israel passed over this 
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Jordan on dry ground, for the Lord your God 
dried up the waters of the Jordan for you until 
you passed over,” and thus the ark was saved and 
all the people. Shall we not then record with 
images6 the saving passion and miracles of Christ 
our God, so that when my son asks me,  “What is 
this?” I may say that God the Word became man, 
and that through him not only Israel passed 
through the Jordan, but the whole human race 
regained its original happiness? Through him, 
human nature rose from the lowest depths to the 
most exalted heights, and in him sat on the 
Father’s throne. On Divine Images 1.18.7

Images God Commanded. John of Damas-
cus: Images are of two kinds: either they are 
words written in a book . . . or else they are mate-
rial images such as the twelve stones which he 

commanded to be taken from the Jordan for a sec-
ond memorial (such a mystery, truly the greatest 
ever to befall the faithful people!) of the carrying 
of the ark and the parting of the waters. There-
fore we now set up images in remembrance of val-
iant men, that we may zealously desire to follow 
their example. Either remove these images alto-
gether, and reject the authority of him who com-
manded them to be made, or else accept them in 
the manner and with the esteem which they 
deserve. On Divine Images 3.23.8

4 : 8 - 1 4  T H E  L O R D  E X A L T S  J O S H U A

9And Joshua set up twelve stones in the midst of the Jordan, in the place where the feet of the
priests bearing the ark of the covenant had stood; and they are there to this day. 10For the priests
who bore the ark stood in the midst of the Jordan, until everything was finished that the Lord
commanded Joshua to tell the people, according to all that Moses had commanded Joshua.

The people passed over in haste; 11and when all the people had finished passing over, the ark of
the Lord and the priests passed over before the people. 12The sons of Reuben and the sons of Gad
and the half-tribe of Manasseh passed over armed before the people of Israel, as Moses had bidden
them; 13about forty thousand ready armed for war passed over before the Lord for battle, to the
plains of Jericho. 14On that day the Lord exalted Joshua in the sight of all Israel; and they stood in
awe of him, as they had stood in awe of Moses, all the days of his life.

Overview: The people’s quick passage over the 
Jordan teaches us to be earnest and swift in our 
pursuit of godly virtues. Through Paul’s teaching 
we learn that those girded for war against Jericho 
are those in Christ’s army who are encircled with 

the belt of truth. This sort of readiness for battle 
must be evident not only to human scrutiny but 
also to divine. As Joshua was exalted before those 
whom he ruled, so Jesus is exalted in our sight 
when we perceive his divinity. The change in rev-

6Within the Eastern Orthodox tradition, the use of icons as aids to wor-
ship or devotion became hotly contested and defended during the eighth 
century. John of Damascus had a key role as he provided theological jus-
tification for iconography by distinguishing between  “worship,” which 
was due God alone, and “veneration, ” which could be directed toward 
images as channels of the divine.   7ODI 26.   8ODI 77-78.
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erence, from Moses to Joshua, corresponds with 
the shift in observance of the law to the gospel 
(Origen, Procopius).

4:10-11 The People Passed in Haste

Hasten to Cross. Origen: It seems to me the 
words  “the people hastened to cross” were not 
added idly by the Holy Spirit. For this reason, I 
also think that when we come to baptism for sal-
vation and receive the sacraments of the Word of 
God, we should not do it idly or negligently, but 
we should hurriedly press on all the way until we 
cross over everything.

For to cross over everything is to accomplish 
all the things that are commanded. Therefore let 
us hasten to cross, that is, to fulfill at the begin-
ning, what is written:  “Blessed are the poor in 
spirit.”1 Then, when we have set aside all arro-
gance and taken up the humility of Christ, we 
may deserve to attain the blessed promise.

Yet even when we have accomplished this, we 
must not stand still or loiter but cross over the 
other things that follow, so that  “we may hunger 
and thirst after righteousness.”2 We must also 
cross over that which follows so that in this world  
“we may mourn.”3 Then we must quickly cross 
the remaining things so that we may be made  
“meek” and remain  “peaceable” and thus be able 
to hear as  “sons of God.”4 Also we must hasten so 
that we may pass through the burden of persecu-
tion with the virtue of patience. Whenever we 
seek earnestly and swiftly—not slowly and lan-
guidly—those individual things that pertain to 
the glory of virtue, this, it seems to me, is  “to 
cross over the Jordan with haste.” Homilies on 
Joshua 5.1.5

4:12-13 An Army Crosses to Jericho

Girded with Truth. Origen: Let us learn 
from Paul, who explains who those  “girded” ones 
are. Hear what he himself says:  “Therefore, let 
your loins be girded with truth.”6 You see, there-
fore, that Paul knew the girded ones, those who 

were encircled by the belt of truth. So truth also 
ought to be our belt, if we have preserved the sac-
rament of this army and belt. For if truth is the 
belt by which we are girded for the army of 
Christ, then whenever we speak a falsehood and a 
lie proceeds from our mouth, we are ungirded 
from the army of Christ and loosened from the 
belt of truth. Therefore, if we are in the truth, we 
are girded; but if in the false, ungirded. Instead let 
us imitate those  “forty thousand girded men pro-
ceeding to the war in the sight of the Lord,” and 
let us always be girded with truth. Homilies on 
Joshua 5.2.7

Girded in the Lord’s Sight. Origen: To be 
sure, it is not enough for you in the sight of peo-
ple to seem to preserve the truth. For certainly it 
is possible to deceive humans and to seem truth-
ful. But in doing so you are not girded about  
“with truth,” unless also  “in the sight of the Lord” 
you have preserved truth, that is, not only the 
things people hear from your voice but also the 
things God examines in your heart. Let nothing 
false be on the tongue; let nothing counterfeit be 
in the heart, as the prophet says about such 
things,  “Those who speak peace with their neigh-
bor but have evil in their hearts.”8 Therefore the 
one who wishes to be  “girded in the sight of the 
Lord” and to proceed to capture Jericho ought to 
be apart from all these things, because when we 
cross over the Jordan River, we cross over to bat-
tles and wars. Homilies on Joshua 5.2.9

4:14 The Lord Exalted Joshua

Exalted by God. Origen: Certainly, that exal-
tation of the son of Nun took place in order that 
the leader of those former people might be held 
eminent among those whom he ruled. But let us 
see how our Jesus my Lord, leader and ruler of 
this latter people, is  “exalted” in the sight of all 
the descendants of the sons of Israel. I myself 

1Mt 5:3.   2Mt 5:6.   3Mt 5:4.   4Mt 5:5, 9.   5FC 105:59-60.   6Eph 6:14.   
7FC 105:60-61.   8Ps 28:3 (27:3 LXX).   9FC 105:61*.
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think that he was always exalted and elevated in 
the presence of the Father. But it is necessary that 
God exalt him in our sight. He is exalted in my 
sight when the sublimity and loftiness of his 
divinity is disclosed to me. When, therefore, is 
his lofty divinity revealed to me? At that time, 
assuredly, when I crossed over the Jordan and was 
equipped with the various defenses of the sacra-
ments for the future battle. Homilies on Joshua 
5.3.10

Changed Reverence. Origen: Everyone who 
is under the law reveres Moses. But when one 
crosses over to the gospel from the law, by the 
changed observance the reverence is also 
changed. It is just as the apostle says,  “For I 
through the law have died to the law so that I 

may live for God; I was crucified with Christ, but 
now I live; not I, but Christ lives in me.”11 Homi-
lies on Joshua 5.4.12

As Joshua Is Exalted, We Should Exalt 
Jesus. Procopius of Gaza: “In that day the 
Lord exalted Joshua.” The Lord exalted Joshua, 
for as he increased in age his strength became 
obvious [for all to see]. They rightly feared the 
son of Nun with a lawful fear as is fitting for ser-
vice. And we rightly revere our Jesus with holy 
fear who stands by us for all eternity. Commen-
tary on Joshua 4.14.13

4 : 1 5 - 2 4  T H E  T E S T I M O N Y  O F  T H E  S T O N E S

18And when the priests bearing the ark of the covenant of the Lord came up from the midst of
the Jordan, and the soles of the priests’ feet were lifted up on dry ground, the waters of the Jordan
returned to their place and overflowed all its banks, as before.

19The people came up out of the Jordan on the tenth day of the first month, and they encamped
in Gilgal on the east border of Jericho. 20And those twelve stones, which they took out of the Jor-
dan, Joshua set up in Gilgal.

Overview: The correspondence in the calendar 
date of the first Passover and the entry into the 
promised land bears spiritual significance for the 
believer (Origen). Like the Jordan, the church in-
creases to overflowing after the faithful have en-
tered in (Procopius).

4:18 Crossing the Jordan

The Increase of the Mystical Jordan. 
Procopius of Gaza: After they had crossed over 

the Jordan, the waters returned to their place and 
overflowed all its banks as before. For the mysti-
cal Jordan also increases when the full number of 
the faithful enters in. Accordingly, we read,  “Lift 
up your eyes and see that the fields are ripe for 
the harvest,”1 and again,  “The harvest is plentiful 
but the laborers are few.”2 But he does not simply 
say  “harvest” but  “wheat,” according to what they 
have in the Septuagint.3 For this is a symbol of 

1Jn 4:35.    2Mt 9:37.   3Cf. the earlier reference in Jos 3:15.   
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nourishment. Commentary on Joshua 4:18.4 

4:19 The People Camp at Gilgal

One Day. Origen: And when do they come to 
the crossing of the Jordan? For I have noted that 
this also has been indicated, so that even the time 
might be distinguished, and with good reason.  
“On the tenth,” it says,  “of the first month.” That is 
also the day on which the mystery of the lamb was 
prefigured in Egypt.5 On the tenth of the first 
month, these things were celebrated in Egypt; on 
the tenth of the first month, they go into the land 
of promise. This seems to me exceedingly fortu-
nate, that on the very same day in which someone 

has escaped the errors of the world, that person 
may also be worthy to enter the land of promise, 
that is, on this day in which we live in this age. For 
all our present life is designated as one day. There-
fore we are instructed through that mystery not to 
put off our acts and works of righteousness until 
tomorrow but rather  “today”6—that is, while we 
are living, while we are lingering in this world—to 
make haste to accomplish all things that pertain to 
perfection, so that on the tenth day of the first 
month, we shall be able to enter the land of prom-
ise, that is, the blessedness of perfection. Homi-
lies on Joshua 4.4.7

5 : 1 - 9  T H E  C I R C U M C I S I O N  A T  G I L G A L

2At that time the Lord said to Joshua, “Make flint knives and circumcise the people of Israel
again the second time.” 3So Joshua made flint knives, and circumcised the people of Israel at
Gibeath-haaraloth.a 4And this is the reason why Joshua circumcised them: all the males of the peo-
ple who came out of Egypt, all the men of war, had died on the way in the wilderness after they
had come out of Egypt. 5Though all the people who came out had been circumcised, yet all the peo-
ple that were born on the way in the wilderness after they had come out of Egypt had not been cir-
cumcised. 6For the people of Israel walked forty years in the wilderness, till all the nation, the men
of war that came forth out of Egypt, perished, because they did not hearken to the voice of the
Lord; to them the Lord swore that he would not let them see the land which the Lord had sworn
to their fathers to give us, a land flowing with milk and honey. 7So it was their children, whom he
raised up in their stead, that Joshua circumcised; for they were uncircumcised, because they had not
been circumcised on the way.

8When the circumcising of all the nation was done, they remained in their places in the camp
till they were healed. 9And the Lord said to Joshua, “This day I have rolled away the reproach of
Egypt from you.” And so the name of that place is called Gilgalb to this day.

a That is the hill of the foreskins b From Heb galal to roll

Overview: Joshua prefigures Jesus by ushering 
those lingering in the world into the promised 

land after their circumcision with stone knives, 
which are Christ’s precepts (Tertullian, Justin 

4PG 87.1:1008-9.   5See Ex 12:3.   6See Heb 3:13.   7FC 105:56-57.
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Martyr). As the first circumcision came 
through Moses, signifying the law, the second 
comes through Jesus, the Rock, signifying the 
gospel (Origen). This second circumcision is 
not of the flesh but signifies the circumcision of 
the heart and spirit ( Justin Martyr, Lactan-
tius). It is a figure for baptism, by which we are 
circumcised of sin. Circumcision was to be a 
sign that set the Israelites apart from the Gen-
tiles, as demonstrated by the lapse of practice 
while they sojourned in the desert ( John of 
Damascus). The physical ordeal of the cutting 
and healing symbolizes the process of Christ’s 
work and ours in developing virtue. Jesus’ cir-
cumcision purifies the believer by removing the 
reproach of sins. Continuing to sin after Christ’s 
circumcision brings greater reproach than ne-
glecting the law of Moses, as the former is 
equated with defilement of the temple of God, 
the body (Origen).

5:2-3 Circumcise the People

Joshua Prefigures Jesus. Tertullian: In 
the course of the appointing of a successor to 
Moses, Hoshea the son of Nun is certainly trans-
ferred from his pristine name and begins to be 
called Jesus [ Joshua]. Certainly, you say. This we 
first assert to have been a figure of the future. For, 
because Jesus Christ was to introduce the second 
people (which is composed of us nations, linger-
ing deserted in the world previously) into the 
land of promise,  “flowing with milk and honey”1 
(that is, into the possession of eternal life, than 
which nothing is sweeter). This had to come 
about not through Moses (that is, not through 
the law’s discipline) but through Joshua (that is, 
through the new law’s grace), after our circumci-
sion with  “a knife of rock” (that is, with Christ’s 
precepts, for Christ is in many ways and figures 
predicted as a rock2). Therefore the man who was 
being prepared to act as images of this sacrament 
was inaugurated under the figure of the Lord’s 
name, even so as to be named Jesus [ Joshua]. An 
Answer to the Jews 9.3

Circumcision by the Stone. Justin Mar-
tyr: Joshua is reputed to have circumcised the 
people a second time by means of stone knives 
(which was a sign of that circumcision by which 
Jesus Christ himself has cut us off from idols 
made of stone and other materials) and to have 
gathered together those who everywhere from the 
uncircumcision (that is, from worldly error) were 
circumcised with stone knives, namely, the words 
of our Lord Jesus. For I have already pointed out 
that the prophets used to call him figuratively a 
stone and rock. By the stone knives, therefore, we 
understand his words, by which so many who 
were in error have been circumcised from their 
uncircumcision with the circumcision of the 
heart. From that time God commanded through 
Jesus that they who had the circumcision which 
began with Abraham should be circumcised again 
with the circumcision of the heart, for he said 
that Joshua performed a second circumcision 
with stone knives upon those who entered into 
the Holy Land. Dialogue with Trypho 113.4

A Second Time. Origen: I may wish in this 
place to inquire of the Jews how anyone is able to 
be circumcised a second time with the circumci-
sion of the flesh. For once anyone is circumcised, 
he does not have anything more to be removed a 
second time. But see how fittingly and consis-
tently those things may be resolved by us, to 
whom it is said,  “The law is spiritual.”5 For we 
say that that person who was skilled in the law 
and taught by Moses cast off the errors of idola-
try and put aside the superstition and worship of 
images. This is the first circumcision through the 
law. But if he comes from the law and the proph-
ets to the gospel faith, then he also receives the 
second circumcision through  “the rock, who is 
Christ,”6 and what the Lord said to Jesus [ Joshua] 
is accomplished:  “Today I have taken away the re-
proach of Egypt from the sons of Israel.”

Just as the apostle said,  “They drank from the 
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spiritual rock following them, but that rock was 
Christ,”7 so also we are able to say aptly in this 
place that they were circumcised  “from the spiri-
tual rock following them, but the rock was 
Christ.” For if anyone has not been cleansed 
through the gospel by a second circumcision, he 
is not able to put aside the reproach of Egypt, 
that is, the allurement of fleshly vices. Homilies 
on Joshua 5.5.8

Circumcision of the Heart. Lactantius: 
Also Moses himself:  “In the last days the Lord 
God will circumcise your heart that you may love 
the Lord your God.”9 And in like manner in Jesus 
[ Joshua], the son of Nun, the successor of Moses, 
we note:  “And the Lord said to Jesus [ Joshua]: 
Make for yourself knives of stone exceedingly 
sharp and sit and circumcise a second time the 
children of Israel.” He said that this second cir-
cumcision would not be of the flesh as was the 
first, which the Jews still practice, but of the heart 
and spirit, which Christ, who was the true Jesus, 
gave. Epitome of the Divine Institutes 4.17.10

A Figure of Baptism. John of Damascus: 
Now, this was a figure of baptism, for, just as cir-
cumcision cuts off from the body a part which is 
not useful but a useless superfluity, so by holy 
baptism are we circumcised of sin. It is obvious 
that sin is a superfluity of concupiscence11 and of 
no use. For it is impossible for anyone not to have 
any concupiscence at all or to be entirely without 
any taste for pleasure, but the useless part of plea-
sure, this is the sin which holy baptism circum-
cises. Orthodox Faith 4.25.12

5:4-7 The Presence of the Uncircumcised 
Explained

A Sign of Separation. John of Damascus: 
The circumcision was given to Abraham before 
the law, after the blessings and after the promise, 
as a sign to set him and those born of him and 
those of his household apart from the Gentiles in 
whose midst he was living.13 And this is obvious, 

because, when Israel spent forty years alone by 
themselves in the desert without mixing with any 
other nation, all those who were born in the 
desert were not circumcised. However, when 
Joshua brought them across the Jordan, they were 
circumcised and a second law of circumcision was 
made. For, under Abraham a law of circumcision 
was given, and then it was inoperative for forty 
years in the desert. Then, after the crossing of the 
Jordan, God again gave the law for a second time, 
as is written in the book of Joshua, son of Nave 
[Nun]:  “At that time the Lord said to Joshua: 
make knives of stone from the sharpest rock, and 
sitting down circumcise the second time the chil-
dren of Israel”; and a little further on:  “for during 
forty-two years Israel dwelt in the wilderness of 
Midbar, and for this reason very many were 
uncircumcised of the sons of the fighting men 
who had come out of Egypt, who had disobeyed 
the commandments of God and to whom he 
declared that they should not see the good land 
which he had sworn to give to their fathers, the 
land flowing with milk and honey. The children 
of these he made to succeed in their place whom 
Joshua circumcised because of their not having 
been circumcised in the way.” Hence, circumci-
sion was a sign by which Israel was set apart from 
the Gentiles among whom they lived. Ortho-
dox Faith 4.25.14

5:8 They Remained in Camp Until Healed

Closing the Scar. Origen: For it is not 
enough for us to be circumcised, but [we must] 
also be healed after circumcision, that is, until a 
scar closes up the wound of circumcision itself. 
When, therefore, is the scar spread over the 
wound of our circumcision? I myself think that to 
be circumcised by our Jesus is this: to be free 
from faults, to put aside wicked habits and vile 
practices, to cut off filthy and rude customs and 

71 Cor 10:4; cf. Ex 17:6.   8FC 105:63-64.   9Deut 30:6.   10FC 49:289*.   
11Strong, ardent desire, especially sexual desire.   12FC 37:398.   13Gen 
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whatever recoils at the rule of honesty and piety.
But, in the beginning, when we do this we are 

fettered in a certain measure by the difficulty of 
newness and, as if with a certain labor and 
anguish of spirit, we change the defects of the old 
habit for a new practice. On that account, as I 
said, there is a certain distress in the beginning, 
and with difficulty and grief are we able to 
remove the first things and to receive the second. 
Therefore, this seems to me to be the time when 
we are said to tarry, just as in the pain of our cir-
cumcision, until after the scar is closed and we 
are healed. And we close the scar when, without 
difficulty, we adopt new manners and there is 
within us a transformation to a practice that pre-
viously seemed difficult because we were not used 
to it. And at that time, we are truly said to be 
healed when, lacking vices, we instill a virtue in 
our nature by its new use. Homilies on Joshua 
6.1.15

5:9 The Lord Rolls Away the Reproach of 
Egypt

The Reproach of Sins. Origen: All persons, 
even if they come from the law, even if they have 
learned through Moses, still have the reproach of 
Egypt in them, the reproach of sins. Who will be 
like Paul even according to the observance of the 
law? Just hear him saying,  “According to the righ-
teousness based upon the law, I lived without 
blame.”16 Nevertheless, he himself publicly 
announces and says,  “For we were even ourselves 
at some time foolish, unbelieving, wandering, 
enslaved to desires and various forms of pleasure, 
in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another.”17 
Do these things not seem to you to be reproaches, 
even the reproaches of Egypt? But since Christ 
came and gave to us the second circumcision 
through  “the baptism of regeneration”18 and puri-
fied our souls, we have cast away all these things 
and in exchange for them we have received the 

affirming of a good conscience toward God. At 
that time, through the second circumcision, the 
reproaches of Egypt were taken away from us, 
and the blemishes of sins were purified. No one, 
therefore, fears the reproaches of past transgres-
sions, if he has been wholly converted and has 
repented from the heart, and, by faith, has parted 
the waters of the Jordan and been purified 
through the second circumcision of the gospel. 
You hear that,  “Today, I have taken the reproach 
of Egypt away from you.” Homilies on Joshua 
5.6.19

The Crime of Sacrilege. Origen: The Lord 
also signifies this in the gospel when he says,  
“Your sins are forgiven you,”20 but  “sin no longer, 
so nothing worse may happen to you.”21 For if, 
after the remission of sins you no longer sin, truly 
the reproach of Egypt has been taken away from 
you. But if you sin again, the old reproaches 
return again to you, and so much the more 
because it is a much greater charge  “to tread 
underfoot the Son of God and to consider the 
blood of the covenant defiled”22 than to neglect 
the law of Moses. For indeed, the person who 
commits fornication after the gospel merits a 
much greater reproach than the one still under 
the law, because that one,  “taking away the mem-
bers of Christ, makes them the members of a 
prostitute.”23 You see, therefore, that more serious 
and more abundant reproaches are returned to 
you if you have neglected them. Then, indeed, no 
one proves you responsible for defilement but 
condemns you for the crime of sacrilege, because 
it is said to you,  “Do you not know that your 
body is the temple of God?”24  “If anyone dishon-
ors the temple of God, God will destroy that per-
son.”25 Homilies on Joshua 5.6.26

15FC 105:67-68.   16Phil 3:6.   17Tit 3:3.   18Tit 3:5.    19FC 105:64.   20Mk 
2:5; Lk 7:48.   21Jn 5:14.   22Heb 10:29.   231 Cor 6:15.   241 Cor 6:19.   
251 Cor 3:17.   26FC 105:64-65*. 
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5 : 1 0 - 1 2  T H E  M A N N A  C E A S E S

10While the people of Israel were encamped in Gilgal they kept the passover on the fourteenth
day of the month at evening in the plains of Jericho. 11And on the morrow after the passover, on
that very day, they ate of the produce of the land, unleavened cakes and parched grain. 12And the
manna ceased on the morrow, when they ate of the produce of the land; and the people of Israel
had manna no more, but ate of the fruit of the land of Canaan that year.

Overview: Once in the promised land, the Isra-
elites celebrated the Passover with the produce of 
the land, food superior to the manna. Under-
standing the text spiritually is necessary to gain 
this greater and truer account of its meaning. Cel-
ebration follows circumcision because only those 
who have been cleansed may partake of the lamb. 
The three foods consumed during the Israelites’ 
journey symbolize different, and progressively 
better, types of instruction (Origen). Manna pre-
figured the sacrament of Eucharist (Bede).

5:10-11 The Passover Is Celebrated

The Second Passover. Origen: After they 
observed the Passover in Egypt, they began the 
exodus.1 In the book of Joshua, however, after the 
crossing of the Jordan, on the tenth day of the 
first month they encamped in Gilgal. . . . 

Then the sons of Israel observed the Passover 
on the fourteenth day of the month much more 
cheerfully than the one in Egypt, seeing that they 
also  “ate unleavened bread and fresh from the 
grain of the holy land,” a food better than the 
manna.

For God does not feed them on lesser foods 
when they have received the land according to 
promise, nor do they obtain inferior bread 
through Jesus [ Joshua] who is so great. This will 
be clear to the one who has perceived the true 
holy land and the Jerusalem above. Commen-
tary on the Gospel of John 6.233-35.2

A Better Food. Origen: Now if the law is to 

be understood only according to the letter, with-
out doubt the sons of Israel will be found to have 
received poorer things from the promise since 
they had been partaking of better things—for 
they were receiving manna from heaven. When 
they had forsaken the prior food of Egypt, a bet-
ter food by all means had followed, the manna 
from heaven. Now in what manner will it be reck-
oned that with a better food ceasing, a worse has 
followed, unless a greater and truer account is 
discovered in a spiritual understanding rather 
than in the literal text. Homilies on Joshua 6.1.3

After the Healing. Origen: For not before 
circumcision were they able to celebrate a Pass-
over; nor immediately after circumcision, before 
they were healed, were they able to eat the flesh 
of the lamb. But after they were healed it is said 
that  “the sons of Israel celebrated the Passover on 
the fourteenth day of the month.” You see, there-
fore, that no one unclean celebrates Passover, no 
one uncircumcised, but whoever has been 
cleansed and circumcised, just as the apostle also 
interprets, saying,  “For indeed Christ our Pass-
over has been sacrificed. Therefore, let us cele-
brate the feast day, not with the old leaven, nor 
with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but 
with the unleavened bread of sincerity and 
truth.”4 Homilies on Joshua 6.1.5

5:12 The Manna Ceased

1Ex 12:31-37.   2FC 80:232*.   3FC 105:69-70.   41 Cor 5:7-8.   5FC 
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Three Kinds of Food. Origen: Indeed at 
that time, when the people went out of the land 
of Egypt,  “they carried dough in their clothes.”6 
And when the dough had run out and they had 
no bread, God rained manna on them.7 But when 
they came to the holy land and  “took the fruit of 
the province of the palms, the manna ceased for 
them,” and then they began to eat of the fruit of 
the land.

In this manner, three kinds of food in general 
are described. The first one we certainly enjoy 
when going out of the land of Egypt, but this suf-
fices for only a little time. Manna follows after 
this. But the third fruit we receive now from the 
holy land. By this diversity, as my insignificant 
perception comprehends, I think it is indicated 
that the first food that we carry with us when 
leaving Egypt is this little school learning (or 
even more advanced learning if, by chance, any-
one has acquired it) that is able to help us only a 
little. But, placed in the desert, that is, in the con-
dition of life in which we now are, we enjoy the 
manna only through what we learn by the 
instructions of the divine law. But the one who 
will deserve to enter the land of promise, that is, 
to obtain that which has been promised by the 
Savior, that one will eat fruits from the region of 
the palms.8 For truly that person who arrives at 
these promises after having conquered the enemy 
will discover the fruit of the palm. For it is certain 
that however great those things are that we are 
now able to understand or to know in the law of 
God or in divine learning, those things that the 
holy ones will deserve to see  “face to face” when 
the enigma is over, will be far more sublime and 
lofty.9 For  “what the eye has not seen or the ear 
heard, what has not ascended into a person’s 
heart, these are the things God has prepared for 
those who love him.”10 Homilies on Joshua 
6.1.11

Joshua’s Manna Fulfilled by the Sacra-
ment of Christ’s Body and Blood. Bede: 
“And Jesus said to them:  ‘I have eagerly desired to 
eat this Passover with you before I suffer.’ ”12 He 

desired first of all to eat the typical Passover with 
his disciples and thus to reveal the mystery of his 
passion to the world, so that the judge of the 
ancient and lawful Passover would emerge and 
forbid this to be displayed to have pertained to 
the type of its dispensation by further carnal 
teaching but would demonstrate instead through 
the passing shadow that the light of the true Pass-
over has now come. The time and order of Joshua 
finishing the manna beautifully prefigures this, 
where it is written:  “And they kept the Passover 
on the fourteenth day of the month at evening in 
the plains of Jericho, and they ate from the fruit 
of the earth on the next day, unleavened bread 
from the grain of the land of the same year. And 
the manna ceased after they ate of the fruit of the 
earth, nor did the children of Israel use that food 
any more.” For, when Moses died, Joshua restored 
the people whom he had provided with manna 
for a time across the Jordan, by which food he 
himself was also restored, even though he knew 
and formerly tasted of the fruit of the promised 
land. Thereafter, he crossed the Jordan, circum-
cised with knives made of stone and did not take 
the customary manna for three and one half 
months, until the day of Passover. In fact, Joshua 
was ordained leader when Moses died because 
Christ was incarnated when the law had been 
corrupted by the traditions of the Pharisees. 
Joshua fed with and was fed by manna across the 
Jordan because, until the time of his baptism, the 
Lord observed the ceremonies of the law and 
wanted them to be observed by everyone else. 
After they had crossed the Jordan, Joshua circum-
cised the people with knives made from stone 
because the Savior celebrated the grace of bap-
tism with thoughts that the law, in its severity, 
had been unable to cut off the attractions of faith. 
And for three and one half years [after his bap-
tism], although provoking gradual movement 

6Ex 12:34.   7Ex 16:13; Ps 78:24 (77:24 LXX).   8Jericho is referred to in 
Scripture as the  “city of the palms,” which Origen uses as a metaphor 
for the heavenly promised land.   91 Cor 13:12.   101 Cor 2:9.   11FC 
105:68-69.   12See Lk 22:15.
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toward the promised heaven, Christ does not 
cease to observe the sacraments of the law, as 
though to be nourished with the customary 
manna, until, while eating the desired Passover 
with his disciples at a foreordained time, as 
morning was breaking, he finally offers the most 
pure sacrament of his body and blood, conse-

crated on the altar of the cross for imbuing the 
faithful, as though it were the unleavened bread 
of the promised land. Exposition of the Gos-
pel of Luke 6.22.13

5 : 1 3 - 1 5  T H E  C O M M A N D E R  O F  T H E  L O R D ’ S  A R M Y

13When Joshua was by Jericho, he lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, a man stood before
him with his drawn sword in his hand; and Joshua went to him and said to him, “Are you for us, or
for our adversaries?” 14And he said, “No; but as commander of the army of the Lord I have now
come.” And Joshua fell on his face to the earth, and worshiped, and said to him, “What does my
lord bid his servant?” 15And the commander of the Lord’s army said to Joshua, “Put off your shoes
from your feet; for the place where you stand is holy.” And Joshua did so.

Overview: While outside Jericho, it is surely the 
Lord who appears to Joshua as the fellow soldier 
and combatant of his people (Eusebius, Origen). 
Through purification and constant meditation on 
God, those in need of great encouragement re-
ceived the faculty to perceive God’s presence 
(Isaac of Nineveh). Joshua’s bow before the an-
gel of God demonstrated honor, not adoration for 
the angel. He paid homage to an image of God’s 
servant, which brings worship and honor to the 
ministering spirit’s sender ( John of Damascus). 
Maturity in spirituality is demonstrated by 
rightly discerning between visions (Origen).

Though not a holy place, the ground of Jericho 
was sanctified by the Lord’s presence (Origen). 
Coverings are needed to protect the feet while in 
this world, but in the kingdom of heaven none 
will be needed as we will follow the Lamb ( Jer-
ome).

5:13-14 Joshua Sees an Armed Man

The Divine Warrior. Eusebius of Cae-
saria: And as Joshua, the successor of Moses, 
was about to fight against the former possessors 
of Palestine, his enemies, foreign and most 
ungodly races, he rightly appears to him with a 
sword drawn and pointed against the enemy, 
showing by the vision that he himself is about 
to attack the ungodly with an unseen sword 
and with divine power, the fellow soldier and the 
fellow combatant of his people. Wherefore he 
gives himself the name of Chief and Captain of 
the Lord to suit the occasion. Proof of the 
Gospel 5.19.1

The Prince of the Lord’s Host. Eusebius 
of Caesaria: Joshua, the successor of Moses, 
calls the leader of the heavenly angels and archan-
gels and of the supernal powers and as if he were 
the power and wisdom of the Father,2 entrusted 
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with the second rank of sovereignty and rule over 
all,  “prince of the host of the Lord,” although he 
saw him only in the form and shape of a man. At 
any rate, it is written:  “And it came to pass, when 
Joshua was in the field of the city of Jericho, he 
lifted up his eyes, and saw a man standing over 
against him, holding a drawn sword, and he went 
to him and said:  ‘Are you one of ours, or of our 
adversaries?’ And he said to him, ‘I am prince of 
the host of the Lord and I have now come.’ And 
Joshua fell on his face to the ground and said to 
him, ‘What does my Lord command to his ser-
vant?’ And the prince of the Lord said to Joshua, 
‘Loose your shoe from off your feet, for the place 
on which you stand is a holy place.’” Here, too, 
you will perceive from the identity of words that 
this is no other than he who also spoke to 
Moses.3 Ecclesiastical History 1.2.4

The Chief of Chiefs. Origen: What is it that 
Jesus [ Joshua] teaches us through this? That, 
doubtless, which the apostle says:  “Do not 
believe every spirit, but test if it is from God.”5 
Therefore, Jesus [ Joshua] recognized not only 
something from God but that which is God; for 
certainly he would not have worshiped unless he 
had recognized God. For who else is chief of the 
army of the powers of God except our Lord Jesus 
Christ? For every heavenly army, whether angels 
or archangels, whether powers or  “dominions or 
principalities or authorities,”6 all these that were 
made through him, wage war under the chief 
himself, who is the chief of chiefs and who dis-
tributes sovereignty to the sovereigns. For he 
himself is the one who says in the gospel,  “Have 
power over ten cities,” and, to another,  “Have 
power over five cities.”7 This is the one who has 
returned after accepting the kingdom.8 Homi-
lies on Joshua 6.2.9

The Invisible Made Visible. Isaac of Nin-
eveh: Divine providence surrounds all persons at 
all times, but it is not visible except to those who 
have purified their souls of sin and think about 
God at all times. To these it is luminously re-

vealed at that time; because when they have un-
dergone great temptations for the sake of truth, 
then they receive the faculty to perceive sensibly 
as if with eyes of flesh also when necessary, even 
palpably, according to the kind and cause of the 
temptation, as if for greater encouragement.

So it was with Jacob and Joshua son of Nun, 
Hananiah and his companions, Peter and others 
to whom the form of a man appeared to encour-
age them and to console their faith.10 Ascetical 
Homilies 5.31-32.11

Adoration and Veneration Differ. John 
of Damascus: Joshua, the son of Nun, and 
Daniel12 bowed in veneration before an angel of 
God, but they did not adore him. For adoration is 
one thing, and that which is offered in order to 
honor something of great excellence is another.
On Divine Images 1.8.13

Homage Paid to God. John of Damascus: 
Joshua the son of Nun did not see the angel as he is 
by nature, but an image, for an angel by nature is 
not visible to bodily eyes, yet he fell down and wor-
shiped, and Daniel14 did likewise. Yet an angel is a 
creature, a servant and minister of God, but not 
God. And they fell down in worship before the 
angels, not as God, but as God’s ministering spir-
its. Shall I not make images of friends? Shall I not 
honor them, not as gods but as the images of God’s 
friends? Neither Joshua nor Daniel worshiped the 
angels they saw as gods. Neither do I worship an 
image as god, but through the images of Christ and 
of the holy Theotokos and of the saints, I bring 
worship and honor to God, because of the rever-
ence with which I honor his friends. God did not 
unite himself with angelic nature but with human 
nature. God did not become an angel; he became a 
man by nature and in truth. On Divine Images 
3.26.15

3Cf. Ex 3:5.   4FC 19:41*.   51 Jn 4:1.   6Col 1:16; cf. Col 2:10.   7Lk 19:17-
19.   8Lk 19:15.   9FC 105:70-71*.   10Gen 32:24-29; Dan 3:23-25; Acts 
12:6-11.   11INAL 84-85*.   12Dan 8:15-17.   13ODI 19.   14Dan 8:15-17.   
15ODI 80-81.
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Discerning Between Spirits. Origen: And 
so you must beware and exercise great care in order 
to discern with knowledge the kinds of visions, 
just as Joshua the son of Nun, when he saw a 
vision and knew there was temptation in it, imme-
diately asked the one who appeared to him and 
said,  “Are you for us, or for our adversaries?” So, 
then, the soul progresses when it comes to the 
place where it begins to distinguish between 
visions; and it is proved to be spiritual if it knows 
how to discern them all.16 That is why, as well, one 
of the spiritual gifts, given by the Holy Spirit, is 
mentioned as  “the ability to distinguish between 
spirits.”17 Homilies on Numbers 27.11.18

5:15 Remove Your Shoes

Holy Ground. Origen: And in what manner 
is Jericho holy ground since it is retained by the 
enemies? This indicates, and not by accident, that 
the chief of the army of the power of the Lord 
sanctifies every place to which he comes, for Jeri-
cho itself was not a holy place. But because the 
chief of the army of God came there, the place is 
said to be holy. I also dare something more and 

say that even the place where Moses stood was 
not holy through Moses himself but because the 
Lord stood with him. The presence of the Lord 
had sanctified the place; and on that account, it is 
said to him,  “Loosen the latchet of your sandal; 
for the place on which you stand is holy 
ground.”19 Homilies on Joshua 6.3.20

The Significance of Sandals. Jerome:  
Now, grasp the mystical meaning of Holy Writ. 
As long as we are walking through the wilder-
ness, it is necessary that we wear sandals to cover 
and protect our feet, but when we shall have 
entered the Land of Promise, we shall hear with 
Jesus [ Joshua], the son of Nave [Nun]:  “Remove 
your sandals from your feet, for the place upon 
which you are standing is holy.” When, therefore, 
we enter into the kingdom of heaven, we shall 
have no need of sandals or for protection against 
this world, but—to give you a new thought—we 
shall follow the Lamb that has been slain for us.
Homily on the Exodus 91.21

6 : 1 - 7  T H E  L O R D ’ S  B A T T L E  P L A N

2And the Lord said to Joshua, “See, I have given into your hand Jericho, with its king and
mighty men of valor. 3You shall march around the city, all the men of war going around the city
once. Thus shall you do for six days. 4And seven priests shall bear seven trumpets of rams’ horns
before the ark; and on the seventh day you shall march around the city seven times, the priests
blowing the trumpets. 5And when they make a long blast with the ram’s horn, as soon as you hear
the sound of the trumpet, then all the people shall shout with a great shout; and the wall of the city
will fall down flat, and the people shall go up every man straight before him.” 

Overview: The command Joshua received from 
God to have the priests and people march for 

seven days around Jericho demonstrates that ex-
emption from work on the sabbath was not an 

161 Cor 2:15.   171 Cor 12:10.   18OSW 261.   19Ex 3:5.   20FC 105:71.   
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eternal precept (Tertullian). God’s strength and 
presence in battle are the surest weapons (Pauli-
nus of Nola). The invincible power of Joshua’s 
priestly voice was perfected in the Word of Jesus, 
which is proclaimed in the church even today 
(Maximus of Turin).

6:2-5 The Lord Gives Joshua Battle Orders

Work on the Sabbath. Tertullian: But the 
Jews are sure to say that ever since this precept 
was given through Moses, the observance has 
been binding. But it is clear according to the text 
that the precept was not eternal or spiritual but 
temporary, which would one day cease. In short, 
so true is it that it is not in the exemption from 
work of the sabbath—that is, of the seventh 
day—that the celebration of this solemnity is to 
consist, that Joshua the son of Nun, at the time 
that he was reducing the city Jericho by war, 
stated that he had received from God a precept to 
order the people that priests should carry the ark 
of the testament of God seven days, making the 
circuit of the city; and thus, when the seventh 
day’s circuit had been performed, the walls of the 
city would spontaneously fall. This was done. 
When the space of the seventh day was finished, 
just as was predicted, down fell the walls of the 
city. [By this] it is manifestly shown that in the 
number of the seven days there intervened a Sab-
bath day. For seven days, whenever they may have 
commenced, must necessarily include within 
them a Sabbath day; on which day not only must 
the priests have worked, but the city must have 
been made a prey by the edge of the sword by all 
the people of Israel. An Answer to the Jews 4.1

Unseen Armor. Paulinus of Nola: Though 
we appear unarmed in body, we nonetheless are 
bearing arms with which even in time of sunny 
peace we grapple in spirit against the unsubstan-
tial foe. Now we need God to help us, and him 
only we must fear; without him our armor falls 
from us, but with him our armor gains strength. 
He will be your tower within the walls; he will be 

your wall where there are no walls.
Let us hereafter recall the deeds of our ances-

tors recorded in the consecrated books. Observe 
who had the better protection—those enclosed 
in a city girded by great walls but without God, 
or those defended by God’s strength and friendly 
support but without city walls. I refer to the city 
destroyed by the eager Joshua, whose own name 
was changed to delineate his power. He did not 
subdue it in the usual military way, by conducting 
the regular long and weary blockade. No, through 
God’s help his army in sacred symbolism per-
formed a lustration, brandishing its weapons 
without using them. It withdrew its violence; its 
arms were silent. For seven days they made seven 
repeated circuits round the walls. By the strength 
of this powerful number and by the fearful din of 
the priests’ trumpets, which aped the flashing 
thunder of divine wrath, they laid hold of the 
enemy trapped within. Then that people which 
trusted in its wealth and city perished, and their 
graves were mingled with their houses. Poem 
26.99-114.2

The Priestly Voice. Maximus of Turin: 
The walls of Jericho fell down on account of the 
priestly trumpets because they contained within 
themselves a sinful people. A battering ram did 
not strike it, nor did a machine of war storm it, 
but—what is remarkable—the terror of the 
priestly sound brought it down. The walls that 
had stood impervious to iron collapsed at the 
sacred voice of the trumpets. Who would not be 
amazed that when the sound had been made, 
stones were broken to pieces, foundations were 
shattered by the noise, and everything collapsed 
in such a way that, although the conquerors did 
not injure their own forces, nonetheless among 
the enemy nothing remained standing? But 
although no one touched those walls, still they 
were taken from without at the sound of the righ-
teous while sinners dwelled within. For this rea-
son, then, they gave way, lest they offer resistance 
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to the ones or somehow protect the others. To 
the righteous they opened a path and to the faith-
less they denied protection. Therefore, brothers, 
if the sound of the priestly voice was so powerful 
at that time, such that its blast in the air 
announced a certain confusion, how much more 
do we believe that that priestly voice is living 
now, which shows forth something magnificent 
when it speaks Christ in words! . . . Or how could 
feeling creatures resist when even unfeeling ones 
were unable to endure the sacred dread? For we 

believe that hearts can more easily be softened 
than rocks at the words of the priests and that 
sins can be forgiven in a shorter time than those 
stones were split asunder. For the voice of the 
Spirit, when it comes, destroys the stain of sin 
more easily than it breaks apart a tangible fortifi-
cation of rock. Sermon 93.2.3

6 : 8 - 1 4  M A R C H I N G  A R O U N D  T H E  C I T Y

8And as Joshua had commanded the people, the seven priests bearing the seven trumpets of
rams’ horns before the Lord went forward, blowing the trumpets, with the ark of the covenant of
the Lord following them.

Overview: The trumpet blasts symbolize the 
preaching of priests, which announce with dread-
ful sound the future doom for evildoers (Maxi-
mus of Turin).

6:8 The Seven Priests Blow the Seven 
Trumpets

The Preaching of Priests. Maximus of 
Turin: Last Sunday we said that the walls of Jeri-
cho were laid waste by the priestly trumpets and 
that, contrary to order and nature, an unfeeling 
thing gave way before the sacred sounds with a 
kind of dread of the threat, and everything so col-
lapsed at the loud noise that the most solid forti-
fications fell to the ground and the sinful people 
remained without protection. The one occurred 
lest resistance be offered for any amount of time, 
the other so that they would be the more easily 
captured.

But we have said that all these things were 
done then in symbol, for we believe that the 
priestly trumpets of that age were nothing other 
than the preaching of the priests of this age, by 
which we do not cease to announce, with a dread-
ful sound, something harsh to sinners, to speak of 
what is dismal, and to strike the ears of evildoers 
with, as it were, a threatening roar, since no one 
can resist the sacred sounds and no one can gain-
say them. For how could feeling creatures not 
tremble at the word of God when at that time 
even unfeeling ones were shaken? And how could 
human hardheartedness resist what a stone forti-
fication could not withstand? For just as, when 
the stone walls were destroyed, the clash of the 
trumpets reached the people within, so also now, 
when evil thoughts have been destroyed, the 
preaching of the priests penetrates to the bare 
parts of the soul, for the soul is found bare before 
the Word of God when its every evil deed is 
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destroyed. And that the soul is bare before God 
the holy apostle says,  “But all things are bare and 
uncovered to his eyes.”1 In this regard, before the 
soul knows God and accepts the truth of the 
faith, it veils itself, so to speak, under supersti-
tious works and surrounds itself with something 
like a wall of perversity, such that it might seem 
to be able to remain impregnable within the forti-
fications of its own evildoing. But when the 
sacred sound thunders, its rashness is over-
thrown, its thinking is destroyed, and all the 

defenses of its superstitions break asunder in 
such a way that, remaining unprotected, as it is 
written, the Word of God might penetrate even 
to the division of its spirit and its inmost parts. 
Just as the ring of the sacred sound destroyed, 
captured and took vengeance on a hardhearted 
people then, so also now the priestly preaching 
subjugates, captures and takes vengeance on a 
sinful people. Sermon 94.1.2

6 : 1 5 - 2 1  T H E  W A L L S  O F  J E R I C H O  F A L L

15On the seventh day they rose early at the dawn of day, and marched around the city in the
same manner seven times: it was only on that day that they marched around the city seven times.
16And at the seventh time, when the priests had blown the trumpets, Joshua said to the people,
“Shout; for the Lord has given you the city. 17And the city and all that is within it shall be devoted
to the Lord for destruction; only Rahab the harlot and all who are with her in her house shall live,
because she hid the messengers that we sent. 18But you, keep yourselves from the things devoted to
destruction, lest when you have devoted them you take any of the devoted things and make the
camp of Israel a thing for destruction, and bring trouble upon it. 19But all silver and gold, and ves-
sels of bronze and iron, are sacred to the Lord; they shall go into the treasury of the Lord.” 20So
the people shouted, and the trumpets were blown. As soon as the people heard the sound of the
trumpet, the people raised a great shout, and the wall fell down flat, so that the people went up
into the city, every man straight before him, and they took the city.

Overview: The world’s existence, from its cre-
ation to its destruction, is symbolized in the ele-
ments of Jericho’s fall (Maximus of Turin). Its 
destruction prefigures the consummation of the 
age (Maximus of Turin, Origen).

Rahab the prostitute, granted clemency and 
life due to her words and disposition before God, 
is extolled for her piety and faith (Chrysostom).

True devotion to the Lord should be evidenced 
in the handling of those things God commanded 

to be devoted. They must not be taken for per-
sonal use (Augustine). The items declared 
anathema represent worldly matters and customs 
that should not be intermingled with the church’s 
practice or teaching (Origen).

Joshua’s faith triumphed as Jericho’s walls were 
felled by the blare of the trumpet and the badge of 
the priest (Ambrose). Without the strength of 
God, all other means of defense are useless 
(Paulinus of Nola). The fall of Jericho’s walls 
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after being repeatedly circled by the ark serves as 
a miraculous testimony to the law. This encircling 
symbolizes the destruction of the battlements of 
mortal life by the sevenfold gift of the Holy Spirit 
(Augustine). Under God’s direction, the sounds 
of music have unleashed great forces (Cassio-
dorus). The powerful priestly voice, which de-
stroyed stone walls, lives on in the speaking of 
Christ’s words. Like Jericho’s fall, the consumma-
tion of the world will occur suddenly with the 
joyful shout of a heavenly army and the trumpet 
blast (Origen).

6:15-16 The Seventh Day of Marching

The World Symbolized. Maximus of Turin
But what was done then to the city of Jericho, as 
we have said, was done in symbol, since now this 
very thing happens in reality. For we read that at 
that time the priests circled the aforementioned 
city continuously for seven days and that, 
although a band of armed men was unable to take 
it, it was overthrown by the sound of trumpets 
coming from all sides—of trumpets, I say, not 
played by a rough soldier but sounded by a conse-
crated priest. Who would not fear a person’s 
trumpet if he did not fear his sword? After seven 
days, therefore, the walls that were circled fell at 
the priestly trumpets; we read that in seven days 
the works of this world were completed.1 You see, 
then, that with this number seven it is not so 
much one city that is destroyed by the priests as 
the wickedness of the whole world that is 
destroyed. For just as in the naming of a single 
city the condition of the whole world is symbol-
ized, so also the course of seven days indicates the 
space of seven thousand years during which the 
trumpets of priestly preaching announce destruc-
tion to the world and threaten judgment, as it is 
written:  “For the world will also perish and all 
the things that are in the world, but the one who 
does the will of the Lord endures forever.”2 Ser-
mon 94.2.3

6:17 Only Rahab Shall Live

Rahab the Pious. Chrysostom: Pay atten-
tion to me; how strange was the preaching of 
God’s love toward humanity! He who says in the 
law,  “You shall not commit adultery” and  “You 
shall not commit prostitution,” changes the com-
mandment by clemency and proclaims through 
the blessed Joshua,  “Let Rahab the prostitute 
live.” Joshua the son of Nun, who says,  “Let the 
prostitute live,” prefigured the Lord Jesus, who 
says,  “The prostitutes and tax collectors go into 
the kingdom of the heavens before you.”4 If she 
must live, how can she be a prostitute? If she is a 
prostitute, why should she live?  “I speak about 
her previous condition,” he says,  “so you may 
marvel at her subsequent change.” He asks,  
“What did Rahab, to whom he granted salvation, 
do?” She accepted the spies peacefully? Even an 
innkeeper does this. However, she reaped the 
fruits of salvation not only by speech but before-
hand by faith and by her disposition before God.

And so you may learn the abundance of her 
faith, listen to the very Scripture that describes in 
full and bears witness to her achievements. She 
was in a brothel, like a pearl mixed up in mire, 
like gold thrown in mud, the rose of piety hidden 
in thorns, a pious soul enclosed in a place of impi-
ety. Pay attention so you may understand well. 
She accepted the spies and the One whom Israel 
denied in the desert; Rahab preached this One in 
the brothel. Homilies on Repentance and 
Almsgiving 7.5.15-16.5

6:18-19 Items Devoted to the Lord

Destruction and Devotion. Augustine: 
And when temples, idols, groves, and other 
things of the sort are authorized to be torn down, 
although it is evident when we do this that we are 
not honoring but despising them, still we should 
not take away anything for private, or at least per-
sonal, use so that our purpose in tearing down 
must be manifest as devotion, not cupidity. How-
ever, when such things are turned over for public, 
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not private or personal use, as when they are used 
to honor the true God, that same holds true for 
things as for people, when they turn from sacri-
lege and impiety to the true religion. God is 
understood to have taught this by those texts 
which you quoted, as when he ordered wood 
from the grove of foreign gods to be brought for a 
holocaust and ordered that all the gold, silver and 
brass vessels be carried into the treasury of the 
Lord. Letter 47.6

Declared Anathema. Origen: This is what 
is indicated by these words:  Take heed that you 
have nothing worldly in you, that you bring down 
with you to the church neither worldly customs 
nor faults nor equivocations of the age. But let all 
worldly ways be anathema to you. Do not mix 
mundane things with divine; do not introduce 
worldly matters into the mysteries of the church.

This is what John also sounds with the trum-
pet of his epistle, saying,  “Do not love the world 
or the things that are in the world.”7 And likewise 
Paul:  “Do not,” he says,  “be conformed to this 
world.”8 For those who do these things accept 
what is anathema. But also those introduce 
anathema into the churches who, for example, 
celebrate the solemnities of the nations even 
though they are Christians. Those who eagerly 
seek the lives and deeds of humans from the 
courses of the stars, who inquire of the flight of 
birds and other things of this type that were 
observed in the former age, carry what is anath-
ema from Jericho into the church and pollute the 
camp of the Lord and cause the people of God to 
be overcome. But there are also many other sins 
through which anathema from Jericho is intro-
duced into the church, through which the people 
of God are overcome and overthrown by enemies. 
Does not the apostle also teach these same things 
when he says,  “A little leaven spoils the whole 
lump”?9 Homilies on Joshua 7.4.10

6:20 The Walls of Jericho Fall

Not by Might. Ambrose: And did Joshua, the 

son of Nun, err in recognizing the leader of the 
heavenly host? But after he believed, he forthwith 
conquered, being found worthy to triumph in the 
battle of faith. Again, he did not lead forth his 
armed ranks into the fight, nor did he overthrow 
the ramparts of the enemy’s walls, with battering 
rams or other engines of war, but with the sound 
of the seven trumpets of the priests. Thus the 
blare of the trumpet and the badge of the priest 
brought a cruel war to an end. On the Chris-
tian Faith 5.10.126.11

The Strength of God. Paulinus of Nola: 
Human salvation is useless, and my strength 
lends me no strength if I lack the strength of 
God. What good was the boundless vigor of 
giants? Or the kings of Egypt? Or mighty Jericho? 
Their own inflated glory was the cause of death 
for all of them, and God’s power broke them not 
by the strength of heroes but by that of the weak. 
The famed giant died like a dog, felled by a shep-
herd boy’s sling.12 The din of trumpets shook 
down the famous city. The renowned and 
haughty king lay dead on the sand of the shore, 
and the riches of the kingdom were equated with 
his naked corpse.13 So wherever Christ is with us, 
a web is a wall; for the person without Christ, a 
wall will become a web. Poem 16.129.14

Testimonies to the Law. Augustine: 
Besides the signs just mentioned and the voices 
which could be heard in the neighborhood of the 
ark, other miraculous testimonies to the law were 
witnessed. For example, when the people were 
entering the promised land and the ark was cross-
ing the Jordan, the river stood still above them 
and flowed on below them so that the ark and the 
people had a dry place for crossing. Again, when 
they came upon the first hostile city where the 
religion was pagan and polytheistic, the ark was 
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carried around it seven times and then, suddenly, 
the walls collapsed before a hand was raised or a 
battering ram was used. City of God 10.17.15

The Sevenfold Gift of the Holy Spirit. 
Augustine: So the walls of that city, called Jeri-
cho, which in the Hebrew tongue is said to mean 
moon, fell when they had been encircled seven 
times by the ark of the covenant. What, then, 
does the announcement of the kingdom of heaven 
portend—signified by the encircling of the ark—
except that all the battlements of mortal life, that 
is, all the hope of this world, which is opposed to 
the hope of the world to come, will be destroyed 
by the sevenfold gift of the Holy Spirit, working 
through the free will? For, those walls fell of their 
own accord, not by any violent push of the ark in 
its circuit. There are other references in Scripture 
which suggest the church to us under the symbol-
ism of the moon, as it makes its pilgrimage in this 
mortal life, amid toils and labors, far from that 
Jerusalem whose citizens are the holy angels. 
Letter 55.16

The Power of Music. Cassiodorus: The 
divine reading attests that the walls of Jericho at 
once collapsed at the din of trumpets. So there is 
no doubt that the sounds of music, at the Lord’s 
command or with his permission, have unleashed 
great forces. Exposition of the Psalms 80.4.17

Sounding the Trumpet. Origen: But when 
our Lord Jesus Christ comes, whose arrival that 
prior son of Nun designated, he sends priests, his 
apostles, bearing  “trumpets hammered thin,”18 
the magnificent and heavenly instruction of proc-
lamation. Matthew first sounded the priestly 
trumpet in his Gospel; Mark also; Luke and John 
each played their own priestly trumpets. Even 
Peter cries out with trumpets in two of his epis-
tles; also James and Jude. In addition, John also 
sounds the trumpet through his epistles, and 
Luke, as he describes the Acts of the Apostles. 
And now that last one comes, the one who said,  
“I think God displays us apostles last,”19 and in 

fourteen of his epistles, thundering with trum-
pets, he casts down the walls of Jericho and all the 
devices of idolatry and dogmas of philosophers, 
all the way to the foundations. Homilies on 
Joshua 7.1.20

The Joyful Shout. Origen: At the coming of 
Jesus [ Joshua], the walls of Jericho were over-
thrown; at the coming of my Lord Jesus, the 
world is overcome. Yet I want to know more 
plainly how the world is overcome and to under-
stand more clearly those things that are said. I 
myself, I who teach you, want to learn equally 
with you. Let us summon Paul as a teacher for all 
of us, for he is a fellow priest of Christ, so that he 
can disclose to us how Christ overcame the 
world. Therefore, hear him saying,  “That which 
was opposed to us he took away from our midst 
and fixed to his own cross; and stripping princi-
palities and authorities he exposed them openly, 
triumphing over them on the wood of the 
cross.”21 From these words, therefore, I under-
stand that when the heavenly powers saw the 
fight of Jesus—the principalities and hostile 
authorities stripped of their authorities,  “the 
strong one bound and his goods plundered”22—
they thundered with their heavenly trumpets, 
because with the prince of this world bound, the 
world was overcome and the heavenly army gave 
the joyful shout at the triumph of Christ. Truly, 
therefore, blessed are the people of the nations, 
those who know this joyful shout of the heavenly 
army and who begin to recognize the mysteries 
and believe. Homilies on Joshua 7.3.23

The Fall of Jericho. Origen: How, there-
fore, is Jericho captured? The sword is not drawn 
against it; the battering ram is not arranged, nor 
is the spear hurled. The priestly trumpets alone 
are employed, and by these the walls of Jericho 
are overthrown.
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We frequently find Jericho to be placed in 
Scripture as a figure of this world. . . . 24

Consequently, this Jericho (that is, the world) 
is about to fall; for indeed the consummation of 
the age has already been made known a little 
while ago by the sacred books. In what way, 
therefore, will the consummation be given to it? 
By what instruments? By the sound, it says, of 
trumpets. Of what trumpets? Let Paul make 
known the mystery of this secret to you. Hear 
what he himself says:  “The trumpet will sound,” 
he says,  “and the dead who are in Christ will rise 
incorruptible,”25 and,  “The Lord himself with a 
command, with the voice of the archangel and 
with the trumpet of God, will descend from 
heaven.”26 At that time, therefore, Jesus our Lord 

conquers Jericho with trumpets and overthrows 
it, so that out of it, only the prostitute is saved 
and all her house. Homilies on Joshua 6.4.27

The Consummation of the Age. Origen: 
The consummation of the world will not happen 
in stages, but suddenly. With this ought to be 
compared, I think, what was written in Joshua, 
when by a single sound of a trumpet the crum-
bling city of Jericho suddenly perished; and like 
this example Babylon also in the consummation 
of the age will fall and suddenly be obliterated.
Homilies on Jeremiah 28.11.28

6 : 2 2 - 2 7  T H E  D E S T R U C T I O N  O F  J E R I C H O

22And Joshua said to the two men who had spied out the land, “Go into the harlot’s house, and
bring out from it the woman, and all who belong to her, as you swore to her.” 23So the young men
who had been spies went in, and brought out Rahab, and her father and mother and brothers and
all who belonged to her; and they brought all her kindred, and set them outside the camp of Israel.
24And they burned the city with fire, and all within it; only the silver and gold, and the vessels of
bronze and of iron, they put into the treasury of the house of the Lord. 25But Rahab the harlot,
and her father’s household, and all who belonged to her, Joshua saved alive; and she dwelt in Israel
to this day, because she hid the messengers whom Joshua sent to spy out Jericho.

26Joshua laid an oath upon them at that time, saying, “Cursed before the Lord be the man that
rises up and rebuilds this city, Jericho.

At the cost of his first-born shall he lay its foundation,
and at the cost of his youngest son shall he set up its gates.”

Overview: As Rahab’s house alone was spared 
in the fall of Jericho, true communion and salva-
tion is found in the one house of the church 

( Jerome). Rahab’s union with the house of Israel 
endures, just as the union of any believer does 
who has been engrafted into the faith of Abra-
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ham. As Christ’s bride, she is made a virgin 
through his sanctifying work (Origen). Joshua’s 
prophetic curse of the destroyed and rebuilt Jeri-
cho signifies condemnation of those who re-
nounce Satan in baptism yet then return to their 
previous sins (Bede).

6:22-25 Rahab the Prostitute Is Saved

Communion in the One House. Jerome: Let 
us prepare ourselves for the sacrifice of the lamb. 
. . . Nor let us be under the impression that this 
yearling lamb can be eaten anywhere. The precept 
bids us to partake of it in one house only, lest we 
think that the lamb may be immolated outside 
the church. From this, it is evident that the Jews 
and heretics, and all assemblies of perverted doc-
trine, because they do not eat the lamb in the 
church, do not eat the flesh of the lamb but the 
flesh of the dragon, which, as the psalmist tells 
us, was given as food to the Ethiopians.1 Just as in 
the flood no one was saved who was not in the 
ark of Noah, and in the fall of Jericho, only the 
house of the harlot Rahab—which signifies the 
faithful church of the Gentiles—was spared, so is 
it true that in the sacrifice of the lamb, the lamb is 
slain only when it is sacrificed in the one house.
Homily on the Exodus 91.2

To This Very Day. Origen: But the woman 
Rahab, how is she said to be joined to the house 
of Israel up to this very day? Is a succession of 
posterity on her mother’s side ascribed so that 
she is considered to be preserved in a renewal of 
offspring? Or rather must it be understood that 
she has really been bound and united to Israel up 
to this very day? If you want to see more plainly 
how Rahab is bound to Israel, consider how  “the 
branch of the wild olive tree is implanted in the 
root of a good olive tree.”3 Then you will under-
stand how those who have been implanted in the 
faith of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob are rightly 
called attached and  “joined to Israel up to this 
very day.” For we have been attached up to this 
very day in the root of those former ones, we, the 

branches of the wild olive taken up from the 
nations, who at one time were dealing with har-
lots and worshiping wood and stone instead of 
the true God.4 Homilies on Joshua 7.5.5

A Pure Virgin. Origen: Therefore, our Lord 
Jesus will come, and he will come with the sound 
of trumpets. But just now let us pray that he may 
come and destroy  “the world that lay in wicked-
ness”6 and all things that are in the world, because  
“everything that is in the world is the lust of the 
flesh and the lust of the eyes.”7 May he destroy 
that, may he dissolve it again and again, and save 
only this one who received his spies and who 
placed his apostles, received with faith and obedi-
ence, in the high places. And may he join and 
unite this prostitute with the house of Israel.

But now let us neither recall nor impute to her 
the old fault. Once she was a prostitute, but now  
“a pure virgin, to one man” she has been united,  
“to Christ.” Hear the apostle speaking of her:  
“But I have determined this itself, to present you 
to Christ, a pure virgin to one husband.”8 It was 
also surely of her that someone said,  “For once 
we ourselves were also foolish, unbelieving, wan-
dering, serving desires and various forms of plea-
sures.”9 Do you still wish to learn more about 
how the prostitute is no longer a prostitute? Hear 
Paul saying in addition,  “And this surely you have 
been; but you have been washed, you have been 
sanctified in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
and in the Spirit of our God.”10 Homilies on 
Joshua 6.4.11

6:26 Joshua Curses Whoever Rebuilds 
Jericho

Joshua’s Curse Fulfilled. Bede: It is said of 
the time when Ahab reigned,  “In his days Hiel of 
Bethel built Jericho; he laid its foundations in 
Abiram, his firstborn; and he set up its gates in 
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Segub, his youngest son.”12 The apparent sense is 
that when the above-mentioned city’s builder 
began to lay its foundations, his firstborn, named 
Abiram, died; and that after the city had been 
built, when he tried to fortify its gates, he lost his 
youngest son, named Segub. Joshua predicted 
that this would happen when, after Jericho’s 
destruction he made it anathema by cursing it, 
saying,  “Cursed be the man before the Lord that 
shall raise up and build the city of Jericho, and in 
his firstborn may he lay its foundation, and in the 
last of his children set up its gates.” Because Hiel 
is translated as  “living for God” and Bethel as  

“house of God,” Hiel of Bethel restores Jericho’s 
walls (which Joshua had destroyed and cursed) 
whenever any who have taken up the religious life 
in the church resume doing the evil deeds for 
which the Lord Jesus forgave them on the day of 
[their] baptism and whenever they who have 
renounced the devil’s pomp return to it by wan-
ton living or prefer false doctrines or Gentile 
fables to the church’s truth in which they were 
instructed. Thirty Questions on the Book of 
Kings 16.13

7 : 1 - 5  T H E  F A I L U R E  O F  I S R A E L

1But the people of Israel broke faith in regard to the devoted things; for Achan the son of Carmi,
son of Zabdi, son of Zerah, of the tribe of Judah, took some of the devoted things; and the anger of
the Lord burned against the people of Israel.

Overview: Christians in troubled times must 
heed the example of history, which testifies that 
calamity results from impiety (Chrysostom). 
The possessions of others should be treated as 
items devoted to God, the stealing of which ex-
acts a severe penalty (Gregory Thaumaturgus). 
Those who imitate Achan’s greed deserve the 
punishment he received (Prudentius). In the 
body of the church, the disgraceful actions of the 
few injure the whole (Salvian). The enormity of 
Achan’s sin must be figuratively understood in 
that he defiled the church by cherishing perverse 
doctrines that were cleverly communicated (Ori-
gen).

7:1 Achan the Son of Carmi

Transgression Brings Punishment. Chry-

sostom: Suppose any one should carefully exam-
ine all the communicants in the world, what kind 
of transgression is there which he would not 
detect? And what if he examined those in author-
ity? Would he not find them eagerly bent upon 
gain? Making traffic of high places? Envious, 
malignant, vainglorious, gluttonous and slaves to 
money?

Where then there is such impiety as this going 
on, what dreadful calamity must we not expect? 
And to be assured how severe vengeance they 
incur who are guilty of such sins as these, con-
sider the examples of old. One single man, a com-
mon soldier, stole the sacred property, and all 
were struck. You know, doubtless, the history I 
mean? I am speaking of Achan the son of Carmi, 
the man who stole the consecrated spoil. . . .

On account of all these things, let us take heed 
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to ourselves. Do you not see these wars? Do you 
not hear of these disasters? Do you learn no les-
son from these things? Nations and whole cities 
are swallowed up and destroyed, and myriads as 
many again are enslaved to the barbarians.

If hell does not bring us to our senses, yet let 
these things. What, are these too mere threats, 
are they not facts that have already taken place? 
Great is the punishment they have suffered, yet a 
greater still shall we suffer, who are not brought 
to our senses even by their fate. Homilies on 
Ephesians 6.1

Stealing Devoted Things. Gregory Thau-
maturgus: Look, did not Achan the son of 
Zerah dishonestly steal from the devoted things, 
and wrath came upon the whole people of Israel? 
And he alone sinned, but he was not the only one 
to die in his sin. Now to us, in the present cir-
cumstance every asset which does not belong to 
us but to someone else should be regarded as  “the 
devoted things.” For he, Achan, took as spoil, and 
these men now have taken  “as spoil”; but he took 
what belonged to the enemy, while these now 
have taken what belonged to their brothers, mak-
ing for themselves a deadly profit. Canonical 
Epistle 3.2

Achan’s Fall. Prudentius: 
And Jericho had seen in her own ruin
Our hand’s control, when conquering Achan 

fell.
Renowned for bloodshed, proud of leveling 

walls,
He fell a victim to the enemy’s gold
When from the dust he gleaned the stuff 

accursed
And snatched the mournful plunder from the 

ruins.
His tribe did not avail, nor his descent
From Judah, founder of the race of Christ
And patriarch blessed in his noble scion.
Let those who imitate his race accept
A similar form of death and punishment.

The Spiritual Combat 536-46.3

The Few Block the Splendor of the 
Whole. Salvian the Presbyter: You say these 
were the disgraceful acts of a few men and what 
was not done by all could not injure all. Indeed, I 
have said above quite often that the crime of one 
man was the destruction of many among the peo-
ple of God, just as the people were ruined by 
Achan’s theft, just as pestilence arose from Saul’s 
jealousy,4 just as death came from the counting of 
the people by the holy David.5 The church of God 
is as the eye. As a speck of dirt, even though 
small, which falls into the eye blinds the sight 
completely, in the same way, if some, even though 
they are a few in the body of the church, commit 
filthy acts, they block almost all the light of the 
splendor of the church. The Governance of 
God 7.19.6

A Tongue of Gold. Origen: But also we 
should not let it be passed over without comment 
that by one sinner wrath comes upon all the peo-
ple. . . .

But let us also see what sort of sin this person 
did. He stole, it says,  “a tongue of gold”7 and 
placed it in his own tent.

I do not think so great a force of sin was in 
that theft of a little gold that it defiled the innu-
merable church of the Lord. But let us see if a 
deeper understanding does not reveal the enor-
mity and severity of the sin. There is much ele-
gance in words and much beauty in the 
discourses of philosophers and rhetoricians, who 
are all of the city of Jericho, that is, people of this 
world. If, therefore, you should find among the 
philosophers perverse doctrines beautified by the 
assertions of a splendid discourse, this is the  
“tongue of gold.” But beware that the splendor of 
the performance does not beguile you, that the 
beauty of the golden discourse not seize you. 
Remember that Jesus [ Joshua] commanded all 
the gold found in Jericho to be anathema. If you 

1NPNF 1 13:79*.   2FC 98:148-49.   3FC 52:98*.   41 Sam 19.   52 Sam 
24:2-15.   6FC 3:213*.   7That is, a bar of gold or a tongue-shaped ingot, 
Josh 7:21 LXX.   
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read a poet with properly measured verses, weav-
ing gods and goddesses in a very bright tune, do 
not be seduced by the sweetness of eloquence, for 
it is the  “tongue of gold.” If you take it up and 
place it in your tent, if you introduce into your 
heart those things that are declared by the [poets 

and philosophers], then you will pollute the 
whole church of the Lord. Homilies on Joshua 
7.6-7.8

7 : 6 - 2 6  T R A N S G R E S S I O N  O F  T H E  C O V E N A N T

10The Lord said to Joshua, “Arise, why have you thus fallen upon your face? 11Israel has sinned;
they have transgressed my covenant which I commanded them; they have taken some of the de-
voted things; they have stolen, and lied, and put them among their own stuff. 12Therefore the peo-
ple of Israel cannot stand before their enemies; they turn their backs before their enemies, because
they have become a thing for destruction. I will be with you no more, unless you destroy the devoted
things from among you. . . .”

19Then Joshua said to Achan, “My son, give glory to the Lord God of Israel, and render praise
to him; and tell me now what you have done; do not hide it from me.” 20And Achan answered
Joshua, “Of a truth I have sinned against the Lord God of Israel, and this is what I did: 21when I
saw among the spoil a beautiful mantle from Shinar, and two hundred shekels of silver, and a bar
of gold weighing fifty shekels, then I coveted them, and took them; and behold, they are hidden in
the earth inside my tent, with the silver underneath.” . . . 

24And Joshua and all Israel with him took Achan the son of Zerah, and the silver and the man-
tle and the bar of gold, and his sons and daughters, and his oxen and asses and sheep, and his tent,
and all that he had; and they brought them up to the Valley of Achor. 25And Joshua said, “Why did
you bring trouble on us? The Lord brings trouble on you today.” And all Israel stoned him with
stones; they burned them with fire, and stoned them with stones. 

Overview: God’s will supersedes human will so 
that sin may be punished (Augustine). Achan’s 
confession bears witness that the love of money 
has long held a place in the human heart (Am-
brose). God’s supreme authority eliminates any 
basis for charges of divine injustice ( Jerome). 
Scripture clearly teaches that even a single act of 
contumacy1 toward God is severely punished 
(Basil).

7:12 The People of Israel Cannot Stand

God Rules Over the Human Will. Augus-
tine: For we find that some sins are also a punish-
ment for other sins . . . as in the flight of the Israel-
ites from the face of the enemy out of the city of Ai 
because fear was instilled into their hearts so that 

8FC 105:80, 82-83.

1Stubborn resistance to authority.   
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they fled. And this was done to punish their sin 
and to punish it as it deserved to be punished, 
which is why the Lord said to Joshua, the son of 
Nun,  “The children of Israel shall not be able to 
stand before their enemies.” What is the meaning 
of  “shall not be able to stand”? Why did they not 
use their free will to stand rather than take flight 
because their wills were thrown into confusion by 
fear? Was it not for the simple reason that God, as 
Master of people’s wills, can in his anger instill fear 
into the hearts of whomsoever he pleases? Was it 
not of their own free choice that the enemies of the 
Israelites fought against God’s own people when 
they had Joshua, son of Nun, as their leader? And 
yet the Scripture tells us that  “it was by the will of 
the Lord that their hearts should be strengthened 
that they should fight against Israel . . . and should 
be destroyed.”2 On Grace and Free Will 20.41.3

7:20-21 Coveting and Taking

The Admiration of Money. Ambrose: But 
human habits have so long applied themselves to 
this admiration of money that no one is thought 
worthy of honor unless he is rich. This is no new 
habit. No, this vice (and that makes the matter 
worse) grew long years ago in human hearts. 
When the city of Jericho fell at the sound of the 
priests’ trumpets and Joshua the son of Nun 
gained the victory, he knew that the valor of the 
people was weakened through love of money and 
desire for gold. For when Achan had taken a gar-
ment of gold and two hundred shekels of silver 
and a golden ingot from the spoils of the ruined 
city, he was brought before the Lord and could 
not deny the theft but admitted it. Duties of 
the Clergy 2.26.129.4

7:25 Israel Stoned and Burned Them

God’s Irresistible Will. Jerome: Achan 
sinned, and the entire nation transgressed. And 
the Lord said to Joshua,  “The children of Israel 
will not be able to stand before their enemies but 
shall flee from their adversaries, because there is a 

curse in their midst. And I shall no more be with 
you, unless the anathema is destroyed out of you.” 
And when they made search for the guilty person 
and the lot discovered him hiding, Achan, and his 
sons and daughters, and his asses and sheep are 
killed; his tent and all his possessions are 
destroyed by fire. Granted, that he himself com-
mitted a sin. What sin did his children commit, 
his oxen, his asses, his sheep? Reprehend God, 
why one man committed a sin and a number of 
people were put to death; why even he is stoned 
to death and all his possessions are destroyed by 
the avenging flame? Let us also quote the other 
testimony:  “There was not a city,” he says,  “that 
the Lord did not deliver to the children of Israel, 
except the Hivites who dwell in Gibeon; they 
took all by fight, because it was the sentence of 
the Lord that their hearts should be hardened 
and they should fight against Israel and be killed, 
and that they should not deserve any clemency 
and should be destroyed, as the Lord commanded 
Moses.”5 If it was done by the will of God that 
they should neither make peace with Israel nor 
obtain peace from Israel, let us say with the apos-
tle:  “Why then does he find fault? For who can 
resist his will?”6 Defense Against the Pelagi-
ans 1.37.7

The Potter’s Power. Jerome:  What compul-
sion commands him [Paul] to do what he dis-
likes? And why must he not do what he wishes 
but what he dislikes and does not wish? He will 
answer you thus:  “No, but, O man, who are you 
that replies against God? Shall the thing formed 
say to him that formed it, ‘Why have you made 
me this way?’ Has not the potter power over the 
clay, of the same lump to make one vessel to 
honor and another to dishonor?”8 Bring a yet 
graver charge against God and ask him why, 
when Esau and Jacob were still in the womb, he 
said,  “Jacob I have loved, but Esau I have hated.”9 
Accuse him of injustice because, when Achan the 

2Josh 11:20.   3FC 59:298*.   4NPNF 2 10:63*.   5Josh 11:19-20.   6Rom 
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son of Carmi stole part of the spoil of Jericho, he 
butchered so many thousands for the fault of one.
Letter 133.9.10

A Single Violation Condemns. Basil the 
Great: Accordingly, I find, in taking up the Holy 
Scripture, that in the Old and New Testament 
contumacy toward God is clearly condemned, not 
in consideration of the number or heinousness of 
transgressions but in terms of a single violation of 
any precept whatsoever, and, further, that the 
judgment of God covers all forms of disobedi-
ence. In the Old Testament, I read of the frightful 
end of Achan and the account of the man who 
gathered wood on the sabbath day.11 Neither of 
these men was guilty of any other offense against 
God, nor had they wronged a man in any way, 
small or great; but the one, merely for his first 
gathering of wood, paid the inescapable penalty 
and did not have an opportunity to make amends, 
for, by the command of God, he was forthwith 
stoned by all his people. The other, only because 
he had pilfered some part of the sacrificial offer-
ings, even though these had not yet been brought 
into the synagogue nor had been received by 

those who perform this function, was the cause 
not only of his own destruction but of that also of 
his wife and children and of his house and per-
sonal possessions besides. Moreover, the evil con-
sequences of his sin would presently have spread 
like fire over his nation—and this, too, although 
the people did not know what had occurred and 
had not excused the sinner—unless his people, 
sensing the anger of God from the destruction of 
the men who were slain, had promptly been 
struck with fear, and unless Joshua, son of Nun, 
sprinkling himself with dust, had prostrated him-
self together with the ancients, and unless the 
culprit, discovered thus by lot, had paid the pen-
alty mentioned above.

Perhaps someone will raise the objection that 
these men might plausibly be suspected of other 
sins for which they were overtaken by these pun-
ishments, yet the Holy Scripture made mention 
of these sins alone as very serious and worthy of 
death. Preface on the Judgment of God.12

8 : 1 - 1 7  T H E  S E C O N D  A T T A C K  O N  A I

1And the Lord said to Joshua, “Do not fear or be dismayed; take all the fighting men with you,
and arise, go up to Ai; see, I have given into your hand the king of Ai, and his people, his city, and
his land; 2and you shall do to Ai and its king as you did to Jericho and its king; only its spoil and its
cattle you shall take as booty for yourselves; lay an ambush against the city, behind it.” 

3So Joshua arose, and all the fighting men, to go up to Ai; and Joshua chose thirty thousand
mighty men of valor, and sent them forth by night. 4And he commanded them, “Behold, you shall
lie in ambush against the city, behind it; do not go very far from the city, but hold yourselves all in
readiness; 5and I, and all the people who are with me, will approach the city. And when they come
out against us, as before, we shall flee before them; 6and they will come out after us, till we have
drawn them away from the city; for they will say, ‘They are fleeing from us, as before.’ So we will

10NPNF 2 6:278*.    11Num 15:32-36.    12FC 9:43-44*.
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flee from them; 7then you shall rise up from the ambush, and seize the city; for the Lord your God
will give it into your hand. 8And when you have taken the city, you shall set the city on fire, doing
as the Lord has bidden; see, I have commanded you.” . . .

10And Joshua arose early in the morning and mustered the people, and went up, with the elders
of Israel, before the people to Ai. 11And all the fighting men who were with him went up, and drew
near before the city, and encamped on the north side of Ai, with a ravine between them and Ai.
12And he took about five thousand men, and set them in ambush between Bethel and Ai, to the
west of the city. 14And when the king of Ai saw this he and all his people, the men of the city, made
haste and went out early to the descentd toward the Arabah to meet Israel in battle; but he did not
know that there was an ambush against him behind the city. 15And Joshua and all Israel made a
pretense of being beaten before them, and fled in the direction of the wilderness. 16So all the people
who were in the city were called together to pursue them, and as they pursued Joshua they were
drawn away from the city. 17There was not a man left in Ai or Bethel, who did not go out after
Israel; they left the city open, and pursued Israel.

d Cn: Heb appointed time

Overview: The use of deception in war is per-
missible if the war was undertaken to remedy in-
justice (Augustine). In setting an ambush 
against Ai, which means chaos, the manner and 
order of the salvation of the Jews and the Gentiles 
is typified. Those who seem to flee the battle rep-
resent Christ’s followers: they seem to be free of 
the law’s regulations, yet they are bound to Jesus, 
the fulfillment of the law. As a type of Christ, 
Joshua’s fleeing teaches his followers the virtuos-
ity of fleeing from evil (Origen).

8:1-8 Joshua Sets an Ambush at God’s 
Command

Ethics of a Just War. Augustine: Inas-
much as God ordered Joshua to plant an ambush 
in their rear, that is, to plant warriors in hiding to 
ambush the enemy, we can learn that such treach-
ery is not unjustly carried out by those who wage 
a just war. Thus, a just man, if he wishes to 
undertake a just war, ought to think chiefly in 
these matters about nothing else than whether it 
is right for him to do so, for it is not lawful for 
everyone to wage war. However, once he has 
undertaken a just war, it makes no difference to 

the justice of the war whether he wins in open 
warfare or by treachery. However, those just wars 
ought to be defined as those which avenge inju-
ries, if the tribe or state which is about to be 
sought in war, either neglected to punish a crime 
improperly committed by its own countrymen or 
neglected to repay what had been lost through 
those injuries. Moreover, without doubt that type 
of war is just which God commands, since there 
is no iniquity in him and he knows what ought to 
be done to each person. In this type of war the 
general of the army or the people themselves are 
not to be deemed so much the instigator of the 
war as much as its agent.

Joshua sent thirty thousand warriors to van-
quish Ai. . . . We must consider whether every 
attempt at deception ought to be reckoned as a lie 
and, if so, whether a lie can be just, when some-
one who should be deceived is deceived. And if 
not even this kind of a lie is found to be just, we 
must still relate what transpired with the ambush 
to the truth with some other meaning. Ques-
tions on Joshua 10-11.1

1CCL 33:318-19.
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8:10-17 The Ambush of Ai

Jew, then Gentile. Origen: At first, we were 
overcome because of sins, and those who were 
living in Ai destroyed very many of us. Ai means 
chaos. But we know chaos to be the place or 
habitation of opposing powers, of which the 
devil is the king and chief. Against him, as Jesus 
[ Joshua] comes, he divides the people into two 
parts; he stations some in the front and others 
in the rear, so they may come behind the ene-
mies unexpectedly. Consider if  the first part is 
not about the people of whom he says,  “I came 
only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel,”2 
and of whom the apostle says,  “But grace and 
peace to every person who does good, to the 
Jew first, then also to the Greek,” that is, the 
later Gentile.3 Those are the people, therefore, 
who are stationed in the front and seem to flee 
with Jesus. But the people in back are the ones 
who are gathered from the nations and who 
come unexpectedly. For who expected the 
nations to be saved? They strike more keenly 
behind the adversaries, and thus both people 
together overthrow and conquer the throng of 
demons confined in the middle. Homilies on 
Joshua 8.2.4

Following and Fleeing. Origen: But per-
haps you say to me,  “In what manner are the peo-
ple in front placed as though fleeing?” In a most 
suitable manner. For truly, those who follow Jesus 
seem to flee from legal burdens and precepts, 
from the observation of the sabbath, from the cir-
cumcision of the flesh, and from cutting the 
throats of enemies. But on the other hand, the 
one who has followed Christ, the fulfillment and 
fullness of the law, does not flee. Homilies on 
Joshua 8.2.5

Virtue in Flight. Origen: But another thing 
occurs to me in this place as I consider Jesus 
[ Joshua] fleeing before the face of the army of 
Ai. Why do you think it is that Jesus [ Joshua] is 
described as fleeing? Let us consider whether 

perhaps there may be something that we may 
conquer by fleeing, and that there is some per-
fect virtue in flight. Paul the apostle teaches us 
saying,  “Flee fornication.”6 You see therefore 
that there is a certain  “spirit of fornication”7 that 
we ought to flee, all who wish to remain chastely 
and piously and modestly in Christ. Thus this 
flight is that which holds salvation; this flight is 
of power; this flight confers blessedness. And 
not only must the spirit of fornication be fled, 
but in like manner, just as it is said,  “Flee forni-
cation,” let us hear it said to us:  “Flee wrath, flee 
avarice, flee greed and envy, flee detractions and 
slanders.” Yet I do not know if anyone may flee 
these things; I do not know if anyone may 
escape them.

Such was that army of Ai that Jesus [ Joshua] 
instructed his soldiers to flee, and perhaps con-
cerning these things he charged his disciples, say-
ing,  “If they persecute you in this city, flee into 
another one; but if in that one also, flee into 
another.”8 For he wants us to flee from enemies of 
this kind; he wants us to be put out of reach of 
this kind of evil. If we are able in the meantime to 
escape the contagions of these evils by fleeing, 
then, seeing the devotion and intention of our 
heart, all those holy powers—those perhaps 
about which the apostle Paul says,  “Are they not 
all ministering spirits sent into the ministry for 
the sake of those who will receive the inheritance 
of salvation?”9—who perhaps are holy angels 
who, seeing us exposed to pursuing demons, rise 
up against those who pursue us and, striking 
from behind, destroy them all. For Jesus is with 
those who are exposed to the ones pursuing, 
more than with those who follow after. And 
justly, because Jesus loves to be with those who 
flee fornication, those who flee pride, those who 
flee deceit, and those who flee falsehood. Homi-
lies on Joshua 8.6.10
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8 : 1 8 - 2 9  T H E  D E S T R U C T I O N  O F  A I

21And when Joshua and all Israel saw that the ambush had taken the city, and that the smoke of
the city went up, then they turned back and smote the men of Ai. 22And the others came forth from
the city against them; so they were in the midst of Israel, some on this side, and some on that side;
and Israel smote them, until there was left none that survived or escaped. . . .

28So Joshua burned Ai, and made it for ever a heap of ruins, as it is to this day. 

Overview: That all of Israel’s enemies were slain 
in battle symbolizes the believer’s war against sin. 
The slaughter of Ai’s inhabitants depicts the 
manner in which believers must rid themselves of 
evil actions and words. Rendering the city unin-
habitable through burning signifies the cessation 
of sin’s power and rule as the devil and his angels 
are consigned to eternal fire (Origen).

8:22 None Survived the Battle

The Battle Against Sin. Origen: You will 
read in the Holy Scriptures about the battles of 
the just ones, about the slaughter and carnage of 
murderers, and that the saints spare none of their 
deeply rooted enemies. If they do spare them, 
they are even charged with sin, just as Saul was 
charged because he had preserved the life of Agag 
king of Amalek.1 You should understand the wars 
of the just by the method I set forth above, that 
these wars are waged by them against sin. But 
how will the just ones endure if they reserve even 
a little bit of sin? Therefore, this is said of them:  
“They did not leave behind even one who might 
be saved or might escape.”

Do you perhaps not believe me that the battle 
is joined against our sin? Then believe Paul as he 
says,  “Not yet to the shedding of blood have you 
resisted against sin.”2 Do you see that the fight 
proposed for you is against sin and that you must 
complete the battle even to the shedding of 
blood? Is it not evident that the divine Scripture 
indicates these things, even as it habitually says,  
“Sanctify war,”3 and,  “You will fight the battle of 

the Lord”?4 Homilies on Joshua 8.7.5

Slaying Demons. Origen: When the Jews 
read these things, they become cruel and thirst 
after human blood, thinking that even holy per-
sons so struck those who were living in Ai that 
not one of them was left  “who might be saved or 
who might escape.” They do not understand that 
mysteries are dimly shadowed in these words and 
that they more truly indicate to us that we ought 
not to leave any of those demons deeply within, 
whose dwelling place is chaos and who rule in the 
abyss, but to destroy them all. We slay demons, 
but we do not annihilate their essence. For their 
work and endeavor is to cause persons to sin. If 
we sin, they have life; but if we do not sin, they 
are destroyed. Therefore, all holy persons kill the 
inhabitants of Ai; they both annihilate and do not 
release any of them. These are doubtless those 
who guard their heart with all diligence so that 
evil thoughts do not proceed from it,6 and those 
who heed their mouth, so that  “no evil word”7 
proceeds from it. Not to leave any who flee means 
this: when no evil word escapes them. Homilies 
on Joshua 8.7.8

8:28 Joshua Burns Ai

The Eternal Fire. Origen: You see that these 
things that follow truly pertain more to the truth 
of a mystery than that of history. For it is not so 

11 Sam 15:9-24.    2Heb 12:4.   3Joel 3:9.   41 Sam 18:17.   5FC 105:94.   
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much that a piece of land is forever uninhabit-
able, but that the place of demons will be unin-
habitable when no one will sin and sin will not 
rule in anyone. Then the devil and his angels will 
be consigned to the eternal fire with our Lord 
Jesus Christ sitting as ruler and judge and saying 
to those who overcame before and afterwards,  
“Come, blessed of my Father, take possession of 
the kingdom that was created for you by my 

Father.”9 But to the others he will say,  “Go into 
the eternal fire that God prepared for the devil 
and his angels,”10 until he takes care of every soul 
with the remedies he himself knows and  “all 
Israel may be saved.”11 Homilies on Joshua 
8.5.12

8 : 3 0 - 3 5  I S R A E L  W O R S H I P S  A T  M O U N T  E B A L

30Then Joshua built an altar on Mount Ebal to the Lord, the God of Israel, 31as Moses the ser-
vant of the Lord had commanded the people of Israel, as it is written in the book of the law of
Moses, “an altar of unhewn stones, upon which no man has lifted an iron tool”; and they offered on
it burnt offerings to the Lord, and sacrificed peace offerings. 32And there, in the presence of the
people of Israel, he wrote upon the stones a copy of the law of Moses, which he had written. 33And
all Israel, sojourner as well as homeborn, with their elders and officers and their judges, stood on
opposite sides of the ark before the Levitical priests who carried the ark of the covenant of the
Lord, half of them in front of Mount Gerizim and half of them in front of Mount Ebal, as Moses
the servant of the Lord had commanded at the first, that they should bless the people of Israel.
34And afterward he read all the words of the law, the blessing and the curse, according to all that is
written in the book of the law. 35There was not a word of all that Moses commanded which Joshua
did not read before all the assembly of Israel, and the women, and the little ones, and the sojourn-
ers who lived among them.

Overview: The unhewn stones Joshua used to 
build an altar represent those who bear Christ’s 
humility and gentleness. The apostles qualify for 
such stones due to their unanimity and concord in 
prayer, as we may also if we show the same quali-
ties. His writing upon the stones typifies Jesus’ 
writing a new law upon human hearts. The appar-
ent impossibility of writing so much in the pres-
ence of so many is resolved as this occurs at the 
moment one believes. The separation between the 
two mounts prefigures two classes of believers: 

those who eagerly seek blessing and those who are 
driven by the fear of punishment. Only Jesus is 
able to distinguish between the two. In Joshua’s 
reading of the law we understand that the law of 
Moses is rightly grasped only when we possess a 
spiritual conception of its contents, which is given 
through Jesus. The diversity of people assembled 
for the reading of the law represents the differing 
degrees of maturity within the church (Origen).

8:31 An Altar of Unhewn Stones
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Living Stones. Origen: Who do you think 
those whole stones are? The conscience of every-
one knows who is whole, who is uncorrupted, 
unpolluted, unstained in flesh and in spirit. This 
is the one in whom iron has not been set, that is, 
who did not receive  “the fiery darts of the evil 
one,” the darts of lust, but by the shield of faith  
“quenched and repelled them”;1 or the one who 
never assumed the iron of battle, the iron of war, 
the iron of strife, but was always peaceable, 
always calm and gentle, formed out of the humil-
ity of Christ. Those, therefore, are  “the living 
stones” out of which Jesus our Lord  “constructed 
an altar from whole stones, in which iron had not 
been set,” so that he might offer upon them  
“whole burnt offerings and the sacrifice of salva-
tion.” Homilies on Joshua 9.2.2

Of One Mind. Origen: I myself think that 
perhaps the holy apostles are able to be such 
whole and undefiled stones, making one altar all 
together on account of their unanimity and con-
cord. For thus  “praying unanimously”3 and open-
ing their mouths all together, they are reported to 
have said,  “You, Lord, you who know the hearts 
of all.”4 Therefore, those of one mind who were 
able to pray with one voice and one spirit, they 
are perhaps the worthy ones who all together 
ought to build one altar, upon which Jesus may 
offer sacrifices to the Father. Yet may we also try 
to take care that  “we all may speak the same 
thing”5 with one accord,  “perceiving one thing, 
doing nothing through contention or through 
vain glory”6 but  “remaining in one mind and in 
the same purpose,”7 if perhaps we ourselves can 
also be made fit stones for the altar. Homilies 
on Joshua 9.2.8

8:32 He Wrote on the Stones

Tablets of the Heart. Origen: He wrote, in 
the way the son of Nun was able at that time, to 
depict the law upon the stones of the altar; and, 
to the extent he was capable, he dimly sketched 
types. Let us see, however, how our Jesus wrote 

Deuteronomy  “on living” and  “whole stones.”
Deuteronomy is called, so to speak, a  “second 

law.” If therefore you wish to see how, after the 
first law was annulled, Jesus wrote the second 
law, hear him saying in the Gospel,  “It was said in 
former times: You shall not kill. But I say to you 
that everyone who is angry with his brother is a 
murderer.” 9 And again,  “It was said in former 
times: You shall not commit adultery. But I say to 
you, if anyone has looked upon a woman to desire 
her, he has already committed adultery with her 
in his heart.”10 And,  “It was said in former times: 
You shall not swear falsely. But I say to you, do 
not swear at all.”11 You see Deuteronomy, which 
Jesus wrote  “on living” and  “whole stones; not on 
stone tablets, but on the fleshly tablets of the 
heart; not with ink, but by the Spirit of the living 
God.”12 Homilies on Joshua 9.3.13

The Second Law. Origen: How was he able to 
depict so large a book to the sons of Israel—or 
even to those standing and remaining there—so 
that they did not disperse until the writing of so 
many verses was finished? Or even how were the 
stones of the altar able to bear the contents of 
such a large book? Such things let those Jewish 
defenders of the letter who are ignorant of the 
spirit of the law tell me. In what manner is the 
truth of the narrative demonstrated in this? Yet 
among those former ones  “to this day, whenever 
Moses is read, a veil lies over their heart.”14 But 
for us,  “who have turned to the Lord” Jesus,  “the 
veil is taken away” because  “where the Spirit of 
the Lord is, there is freedom of understanding.”15

Therefore our Lord Jesus does not need much 
time in order to write Deuteronomy, in order to 
set up the  “second law” in the hearts of believers 
and imprint the law of the Spirit in the minds of 
those who are worthy to be chosen for the con-
struction of the altar. For immediately when any-
one believes in Jesus Christ, the law of the gospel 

1Eph 6:16.   2FC 105:97.   3Acts 1:14.   4Acts 1:24.   51 Cor 1:10.   6Phil 
2:3.   71 Cor 1:10.   8FC 105:97-98.   9Mt 5:21-22.   10Mt 5:27-28.   11Mt 
5:33-34.   122 Cor 3:3.   13FC 105:98*.   142 Cor 3:15.   152 Cor 3:16-17.
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is written down in that person’s heart and written 
down  “in the sight of the sons of Israel.” Homi-
lies on Joshua 9.4.16

8:33 The Nation Divides Between the 
Mounts

Seeking Blessing is Distinguishable 
from Fearing Punishment. Origen: But 
how shall we ourselves apply this narration of 
history to mystic discernment so that we may 
make known who they are who go near Mount 
Gerizim and who they are who go near Mount 
Ebal?

As I myself see, there are two species of those 
who through faith hasten and go quickly toward 
salvation. One of them are those who, kindled by 
the longing for the promise of heaven, press for-
ward with the greatest zeal and diligence so that 
not even the least happiness may pass them by. 
They have the desire not only to lay hold of bless-
ings and to be made  “to have a share in the lot of 
the saints”17 but also to station themselves in the 
sight of God and to be always with the Lord. 
There are others, however, who also reach toward 
salvation, but they are not inflamed so much by 
the love of blessings or by the desires for the 
promises. Instead their view is much more like 
this, as they say,  “It is enough for me not to go 
into Gehenna, it is enough for me not to be sent 
into eternal fire, it is enough for me not to be 
expelled ‘into outer darkness.’ ”18

Since there is such a variety of aims among 
individual ones of the faithful, it seems to me that 
what is designated in this place is this. The half 
who go near Mount Gerizim, those who have 
been chosen for blessings, indicate figuratively 
the ones who come to salvation not by fear of 
punishment but by desire of blessings and 
renewed promises. But the half who go near 
Mount Ebal, where curses were produced, indi-
cate those others who, by fulfilling what was 
written in the law, attain salvation by fear of evil 
things and dread of torments. Homilies on 
Joshua 9.7.19

Jesus Alone. Origen: Now it is for God alone 
to know who of all of us sons of Israel is kindled 
by desire of the good itself to do what is good, 
and who of us, out of fear of Gehenna and the 
terror of eternal fire, strives toward the good and 
is diligent and hastens to fulfill the things that 
have been written. It is certain that the nobler 
ones are those who do what is good by the desire 
of the good itself and by the love of blessings, 
rather than those who run after the good through 
the fear of evil. Therefore, Jesus alone is the one 
who is able to distinguish the minds and spirits of 
all such people, and to station some on Mount 
Gerizim for blessings and others on Mount Ebal 
for cursings. Not so that they may receive curses 
but that they may guard against incurring them 
by gazing at the curses prescribed and punish-
ments set down for sinners. Homilies on 
Joshua 9.7.20

8:34 The Reading of the Law

Secret Things of the Law Are Read 
Through Jesus. Origen: I certainly think that 
whenever  “Moses is read” to us and through the 
grace of the Lord  “the veil of the letter is 
removed”21 and we begin to understand that  “the 
law is spiritual,”22 then the Lord Jesus reads that 
law to us. . . . The law, which Paul names  “spiri-
tual,”23 is thus understood and Jesus himself is the 
one who recites these things in the ears of all the 
people, admonishing us that we not follow  “the 
letter that kills” but that we hold fast  “the life-
giving spirit.”24

Therefore, Jesus reads the law to us when he 
reveals the secret things of the law. For we who 
are of the catholic church do not reject the law of 
Moses, but we accept it if Jesus reads it to us. For 
thus we shall be able to understand the law cor-
rectly, if Jesus reads it to us, so that when he reads 
we may grasp his mind and understanding. 
Therefore, should we not think that he had 

16FC 105:99-100.   17Col 1:12.   18Mt 8:12.   19FC 105:102.   20FC 
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understood this mind who said,  “And we have the 
mind of Christ, so that we may know those 
things that have been given to us by God, those 
things that also we speak”?25 Also, those who 
were saying,  “Was not our heart burning within 
us, when he laid bare the Scriptures to us along 
the way?”26 when  “beginning from the law of 
Moses up to the prophets he read all things to us 
and revealed those things that were written con-
cerning him”?27 Homilies on Joshua 9.8.28

8:35 Before All of Israel

Levels of Maturity. Origen: But also even  
“women and infants and proselytes” are joined to 
the church of the Lord. If we understand women 
and infants and proselytes separately and con-
sider each of them to be as though a certain fol-
lower of the church—because  “in a great house 
there are not only gold and silver vessels, but also 
wood and earthen”29—we say that to strong men, 
indeed strong food is delivered. This is clearly to 
those of whom the apostle says,  “Solid food is for 
the mature,”30 out of whom he prepares for him-
self a church  “not having spot or wrinkle or any-
thing of these.”31 But those whom he sets apart by 
the name of  “women or infants or proselytes,”32 
let us understand them to be persons who still  
“need milk” or as though  “weak,” since they are 

women,  “they feed upon vegetables.”33 But if ev-
eryone together is accepted to be the church, the  
“men,” indeed, are understood to be those who, 
perfect among all these, know to stand  “armed 
against the wiles of the devil”;34 but the  “women” 
are those who do not yet produce from them-
selves the things that are useful, but from imitat-
ing the men and following their example. They 
are even said to have their head from them:  “For 
the head of a woman is man.”35 But the  “infants” 
will be those who with the faith newly received 
are nourished by the gospel milk.  “Proselytes” 
seem to be the catechumens, or those who now 
are eager to be associated with the faith. Even 
John, perceiving similar things about these sepa-
rate groups, writes and determines in his epistle 
which deeds are peculiar to which individual 
ages.36 . . .

For divine Scripture does not know how to 
make a separation of men and women according 
to sex. For indeed sex is no distinction in the 
presence of God, but a person is designated either 
a man or woman according to the diversity of 
spirit. Homilies on Joshua 9.9.37

9 : 1 - 1 5  T H E  G I B E O N I T E  D E C E P T I O N

1When all the kings who were beyond the Jordan in the hill country and in the lowland all along
the coast of the Great Sea toward Lebanon, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Per-
izzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, heard of this, 2they gathered together with one accord to
fight Joshua and Israel.

3But when the inhabitants of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and to Ai, 4they on
their part acted with cunning, and went and made ready provisions, and took worn-out sacks upon

251 Cor 2:12-13.   26Lk 24:32.   27Lk 24:27.   28FC 105:103-4.   292 Tim 
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their asses, and wineskins, worn-out and torn and mended, 5with worn-out, patched sandals on
their feet, and worn-out clothes; and all their provisions were dry and moldy. 6And they went to
Joshua in the camp at Gilgal, and said to him and to the men of Israel, “We have come from a far
country; so now make a covenant with us.” . . . 9They said to him, “From a very far country your
servants have come, because of the name of the Lord your God, for we have heard a report of him.
. . . 11And our elders and all the inhabitants of our country said to us, ‘Take provisions in your
hand for the journey, and go to meet them, and say to them, “We are your servants; come now,
make a covenant with us.” ’ 12Here is our bread; it was still warm when we took it from our houses
as our food for the journey, on the day we set forth to come to you, but now, behold, it is dry and
moldy; 13these wineskins were new when we filled them, and behold, they are burst; and these gar-
ments and shoes of ours are worn out from the very long journey.” 14So the men partook of their
provisions, and did not ask direction from the Lord. 15And Joshua made peace with them, and
made a covenant with them, to let them live; and the leaders of the congregation swore to them.

Overview: As the kings of old assembled against 
Joshua, rulers today attack Christians, precipitat-
ing the same outcome. The Gibeonites’ salvation, 
secured through deception, is a figure for those 
who outwardly serve and minister to the church 
yet remain wrapped up in vices (Origen). 
Joshua’s deception by the Gibeonites exhibits his 
admirable innocence of evil (Ambrose).

9:1-2 Amorite Kings Unite Against Israel

Assembled Against Jesus. Origen: The nar-
rative of the exploits is clear, and what is plainly 
expressed does not need explanation. Neverthe-
less, out of these visible things that were done, let 
us consider the wars and triumphs that the Lord 
Jesus, our Savior, led, although we may also per-
ceive these things to be visibly fulfilled in him. 
For the kings of the earth have assembled 
together, the senate and the people and the lead-
ers of Rome, to blot out the name of Jesus and 
Israel at the same time. For they have decreed in 
their laws that there be no Christians. Every city, 
every class, attacks the name of Christians. But 
just as at that time all those kings assembling 
against Jesus [ Joshua] were able to do nothing, so 
even now, whether princes or those opposing 
authorities, they have been able to do nothing to 

prevent the race of Christians from being propa-
gated more widely and profusely. For it is written,  
“The more greatly they abased them, the more 
they multiplied and they increased mightily.”1

Homilies on Joshua 9.10.2

9:3-6 The Gibeonites Plan Deception

Differences in Glory. Origen: “In my fa-
ther’s house are many mansions,”3 says the Word 
of God. Yet even the resurrection of the dead will 
not exhibit an equal glory of those rising again, 
for  “there is one flesh of birds, another of cattle, 
and even another of fish. There are both heavenly 
bodies and earthly bodies; but the glory of heav-
enly things is one thing, that of the earthly, an-
other. One glory of the sun, another glory of the 
moon, another glory of the stars. Star differs from 
star in glory; thus also, the resurrection of the 
dead.”4

Therefore, many differences of those who 
come to salvation are depicted. Whence even now 
I think those Gibeonites, whose history has been 
recited, are a certain small portion of those who 
must be saved but in such a manner that they are 
not saved apart from the branding of some mark. 

1Ex 1:12.   2FC 105:107.   3Jn 14:2.   41 Cor 15:39-42. 
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For you see how they are condemned to become  
“hewers of wood” or  “bearers of water” for the 
service of the people and for the ministry of the 
altar of God,5 because they indeed approached 
the sons of Israel with deceit and cunning,  
“clothed in old garments and shoes” and  “carrying 
food of aged bread.” Therefore, these persons 
come to Jesus [ Joshua] with all their aged things 
and greatly beg of him that they may be saved.

Something such as this seems to me to be dis-
played in their figure. There are in the church cer-
tain ones who believe in God, have faith in God, 
and acquiesce in all the divine precepts. Further-
more, they are conscientious toward the servants 
of God and desire to serve them, for they also are 
fully ready and prepared for the furnishing of the 
church or for the ministry. But, in fact, they are 
completely disgusting in their actions and partic-
ular habit of life, wrapped up with vices and not 
wholly  “putting away the old self with its 
actions.”6 Indeed they are enveloped in ancient 
vices and offensive faults, just as those persons 
were covered over with old garments and shoes. 
Apart from the fact that they believe in God and 
seem to be conscientious toward the servants of 
God or the worship of the church, they make no 
attempt to correct or alter their habits. For those, 
therefore, our Lord Jesus certainly permits salva-
tion, but their salvation itself, in a certain mea-
sure, does not escape a note of infamy. Homilies 
on Joshua 10.1.7

9:11-15 Make a Covenant with Us

Innocence of the Saints.  Ambrose: Then the 

Gibeonites, fearing his strong hand, came with 
guile, pretending that they were from a land very 
far away, and by traveling so long had rent their 
shoes and worn out their clothing, of which they 
showed proofs that it was growing old. They said, 
too, that their reason for undergoing so much 
labor was their desire to obtain peace and to form 
friendship with the Hebrews, and [they] began to 
ask Joshua to form an alliance with them. And he, 
being as yet ignorant of localities and not know-
ing anything of the inhabitants, did not see 
through their deceit, nor did he enquire of God 
but readily believed them.

So sacred was one’s promised word held in 
those days that no one would believe that others 
could try to deceive. Who could find fault with 
the saints in this, namely, that they should con-
sider others to have the same feelings as them-
selves and suppose no one would lie because truth 
was their own companion? They do not know 
what deceit is, they gladly believe of others what 
they themselves are, while they cannot suspect 
others to be what they themselves are not. Hence 
Solomon says,  “An innocent man believes every 
word.”8 We must not blame his readiness to 
believe but should rather praise his goodness. To 
know nothing of anything that may injure 
another, this is to be innocent. And although he 
is cheated by another, still he thinks well of all, 
for he thinks there is good faith in all. Duties of 
the Clergy 3.10.67-68.9
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9 : 1 6 - 2 7  T H E  G I B E O N I T E S  A R E  P R E S E R V E D

16At the end of three days after they had made a covenant with them, they heard that they were
their neighbors, and that they dwelt among them. . . . 18But the people of Israel did not kill them,
because the leaders of the congregation had sworn to them by the Lord, the God of Israel. Then all
the congregation murmured against the leaders. 19But all the leaders said to all the congregation,
“We have sworn to them by the Lord, the God of Israel, and now we may not touch them. 20This
we will do to them, and let them live, lest wrath be upon us, because of the oath which we swore to
them.” 21And the leaders said to them, “Let them live.” So they became hewers of wood and draw-
ers of water for all the congregation, as the leaders had said of them.

22Joshua summoned them, and he said to them, “Why did you deceive us, saying, ‘We are very
far from you,’ when you dwell among us? 23Now therefore you are cursed, and some of you shall
always be slaves, hewers of wood and drawers of water for the house of my God.”

Overview: The word of God that one carries 
within and speaks in praise should be fresh like 
new loaves of bread, unlike the old ones carried 
by the Gibeonites. That these people were made 
servants is fitting: the condition for their salva-
tion corresponds to the smallness of their faith 
(Origen).

9:21-23 Hewers of Wood and Drawers of 
Water

Fresh Loaves of God’s Word. Origen: 
Thus, therefore, you also, if you have brought a 
word in praise of God, not new and fresh from 
the learning of the spirit, from the doctrine of 
God’s grace, your mouth indeed offers  “a sacrifice 
of praise,” but your mind is accused on account of 
the sterility of yesterday’s flesh. For the Lord did 
not delay and order the bread which he gave to 
the disciples to be reserved for the next day when 
he said to them,  “Take and eat.”1 Perhaps there is 
something of this mystery in the fact that  “he 
commands them not to carry bread on the way,”2 
that you always bring fresh loaves of the word of 
God which you carry within you. For this reason, 
the Gibeonites are condemned, and they become  
“cutters of wood and carriers of water” because 

they had brought old bread to the Israelites 
whom the spiritual law ordered always to use 
fresh and new. Homilies on Leviticus 5.8.3

A Fitting Judgment. Origen: Of course, it 
must be observed that the heretics reading this 
passage, those who do not accept the Old Testa-
ment,4 are accustomed to make a malicious 
charge and say,  “See how Jesus [ Joshua] the son 
of Nun showed no human kindness, so that, 
although permitting salvation, he inflicted a mark 
of infamy and a yoke of servitude upon those men 
who had come to him in supplication.” If the soul 
less instructed in the divine Scriptures hears 
these things, it can in consequence be enfeebled 
and endangered, so that it may shun the catholic 
faith; for they do not understand their decep-
tions. For Jesus [ Joshua] passed a fitting judg-
ment upon them according to the measure of 
their own faith.

Formerly Rahab the harlot, who believed with 
a sound faith with all her house and received the 
Israelite spies with fullest devotion,5 was received 

1Mt 26:26.   2Lk 9:3.   3FC 83:105-6.   4For instance, Marcion, who did 
not consider the Old Testament authoritative for Christians.   5Josh 
2:12, 18.
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fully into the community and society of the peo-
ple; and it is written of her that  “she was attached 
to the sons of Israel until today.”6 But those who 
did not so much love the community of the Israel-
ite clan as they were terrified by fear of their 
destruction approached Jesus [ Joshua] with cun-
ning and fraud. How could they deserve the lib-
erty of life and the community of the kingdom in 
their slavish deceits?

Finally, do you wish to know that the condi-
tion was dispensed toward them by Jesus 
[ Joshua] because the inferiority of their disposi-
tion was fitting for them? They themselves say,  
“We have heard how many things the Lord did 
for you”7 through the midst of the Red Sea and in 
the desert. And although they said these things 

and confessed that they had both heard and 
known of the divine miracles, yet they produced 
nothing worthy in faith, nothing in admiration of 
such great powers. And therefore Jesus, when he 
sees the narrowness and smallness displayed in 
their faith, preserves a very just moderation 
towards them, so that they might merit salvation. 
Although they had brought a little faith, never-
theless they did not receive the highest rank of 
the kingdom or of freedom because their faith 
was not ennobled by the increase of works, since 
the apostle James declares,  “faith without works 
is dead.”8 Homilies on Joshua 10.2.9

1 0 : 1 - 1 1  A M O R I T E  K I N G S  A T T A C K  G I B E O N

1When Adoni-zedek king of Jerusalem heard how Joshua had taken Ai, and had utterly
destroyed it, doing to Ai and its king as he had done to Jericho and its king, and how the inhabit-
ants of Gibeon had made peace with Israel and were among them, 2hex feared greatly, because
Gibeon was a great city, like one of the royal cities, and because it was greater than Ai, and all its
men were mighty. 3So Adoni-zedek king of Jerusalem sent to Hoham king of Hebron, to Piram
king of Jarmuth, to Japhia king of Lachish, and to Debir king of Eglon, saying, 4“Come up to me,
and help me, and let us smite Gibeon; for it has made peace with Joshua and with the people of
Israel.” . . .

6And the men of Gibeon sent to Joshua at the camp in Gilgal, saying, “Do not relax your hand
from your servants; come up to us quickly, and save us, and help us; for all the kings of the Amor-
ites that dwell in the hill country are gathered against us.” 7So Joshua went up from Gilgal, he and
all the people of war with him, and all the mighty men of valor.

x Heb they

Overview: The attack on the Gibeonites dem-
onstrates how friendship with Jesus brings hostil-
ity from other people and powers (Origen).

10:1-7 The Attack of Gibeon

Expect Resistance. Origen: There is no 
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doubt that when a human soul associates itself 
with the Word of God, it is immediately going to 
have enemies, and that those it once considered 
friends will be changed into adversaries. The soul 
should not only expect to suffer this from 
humans, but it should also know that such will 
likewise be forthcoming from opposing powers 
and spiritual iniquities. Thus it happens that 
whoever longs for friendship with Jesus knows he 
must tolerate the hostilities of many. . . .

Even now, therefore, the Gibeonites, such as 
they are, are assaulted because of friendship with 

Jesus [ Joshua], even though they are  “hewers of 
wood and carriers of water.” That is, although 
you are the least worthy in the church, neverthe-
less, because you belong to Jesus, you will be 
assailed by five kings.

The Gibeonites, however, are not abandoned 
or scorned by Jesus [ Joshua] or by the leaders and 
elders of the Israelites; instead they offer help for 
their weakness. Homilies on Joshua 11.2.1

1 0 : 1 2 - 2 1  T H E  S U N  A N D  M O O N  S T A N D  S T I L L

12Then spoke Joshua to the Lord in the day when the Lord gave the Amorites over to the men
of Israel; and he said in the sight of Israel,

  “Sun, stand thou still at Gibeon,
and thou Moon in the valley of Aijalon.”

13And the sun stood still, and the moon stayed,
until the nation took vengeance on their enemies.

Is this not written in the Book of Jashar? The sun stayed in the midst of heaven, and did not has-
ten to go down for about a whole day. 14There has been no day like it before or since, when the
Lord hearkened to the voice of a man; for the Lord fought for Israel.

15Then Joshua returned, and all Israel with him, to the camp at Gilgal.
16These five kings fled, and hid themselves in the cave at Makkedah. 17And it was told Joshua,

“The five kings have been found, hidden in the cave at Makkedah.” . . . 20When Joshua and the
men of Israel had finished slaying them with a very great slaughter, until they were wiped out, and
when the remnant which remained of them had entered into the fortified cities, 21all the people
returned safe to Joshua in the camp at Makkedah; not a man moved his tongue against any of the
people of Israel.

Overview: Great courage is exhibited in Joshua’s 
engagement with the Amorite kings. As Moses’ 
companion and successor, his worthiness and 
faith are extolled (Ambrose). The passage of time 

is not bound to the movements of the heavenly 
bodies. Although contrary to human knowledge 
of nature, miracles such as the staying of the sun 
and moon exhibit God’s power and favor (Augus-

1FC 105:116.
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tine). Herein the value of righteousness is wit-
nessed as Joshua, the friend of God, commanded 
his friend’s creatures (Chrysostom). The staying 
of the sun’s course is a figure for Christ’s exten-
sion of the time for salvation to allow for the in-
gathering of the nations (Origen). By estab-
lishing and later circumventing the natural order, 
God proves that he is the creator for whom any-
thing is possible (Nemesius of Emesa). The five 
kings represent the five senses, which hold do-
minion until Jesus conquers them ( Jerome, Ori-
gen). Immature believers, immersed in earthly 
impulses, are assaulted through these. The one 
who fights as Jesus’ soldier ought to be spared the 
injury of defilement and refrain from taking 
credit for the victory (Origen).

10:12-13 Sun, Stand Still

Joshua’s Courage. Ambrose: But perhaps 
renown in war keeps some so bound to itself as to 
make them think that fortitude is to be found in 
battle alone and that therefore I had gone aside to 
speak of these things, because that was lacking in 
us.1 But how brave was Joshua the son of Nun, 
who in one battle laid low five kings together 
with their people! Again, when he fought against 
the Gibeonites2 and feared that night might stop 
him from gaining the victory, he called out with 
deep faith and high spirit:  “Let the sun stand 
still”; and it stood still until the victory was com-
plete. Duties of the Clergy 1.40.205.3

Joshua’s Worthiness. Ambrose: Every-
where, therefore, he alone kept close to holy 
Moses amid all these wondrous works and dread 
secrets. In this way it happened that the one who 
had been Moses’ companion in this intercourse 
with God succeeded to his power.4 Worthy surely 
was he to stand forth as a man who might stay 
the course of the river,5 and who might say,  “Sun, 
stand still,” and delay the night and lengthen the 
day, as though to witness his victory. Why?—a 
blessing denied to Moses—he alone was chosen 
to lead the people into the promised land. A man 

he was, great in the wonders he wrought by faith, 
great in his triumphs. The works of Moses were 
of a higher type, his brought greater success. 
Either of these then aided by divine grace rose 
above all human standing. The one ruled the sea, 
the other heaven. Duties of the Clergy 
2.20.99.6

Time Went On. Augustine: Let no one tell 
me, therefore, that the motions of the heavenly 
bodies constitute time. For when the sun stood 
still at the prayer of a certain man in order that he 
might gain his victory in battle, the sun stood still 
but time went on. For in as long a span of time as 
was sufficient the battle was fought and ended.

I see, then, that time is a certain kind of exten-
sion. Confessions 11.23.30.7

Miracles and Human Knowledge. Augus-
tine: Actually, as we have recorded in our Scrip-
tures, the sun itself stood still when the holy 
man, Joshua the son of Nun, asked that favor of 
God, and it remained where it was until a battle, 
already begun, ended in victory. . . . Such are the 
miracles which God grants as favors to his saints; 
although our adversaries would attribute them—
if they believed them—to the arts of magic. . . .

In regard, then, to human knowledge of the 
natures of things, the unbelievers have no right to 
becloud the issue by their assumption that noth-
ing, even by the power of God, can happen to a 
nature beyond what is known already by human 
experience. And remember, too, that there are 
qualities and powers in the natures of the com-
monest things that are nothing less than stupen-
dous and would, in fact, be reckoned portents by 
anyone who examined them, except that humans 
have accustomed themselves to have no wonder 
to spare save for things that are unusual. City of 
God 21.8.8

1Ambrose wrote this treatise in order to reinforce the lessons he had 
taught the clergy in his diocese.   2That is, at Gibeon.   3NPNF 2 10:33.   
4Deut 34:9.   5Josh 3:15ff.   6NPNF 2 10:59*.   7LCC 7:262*.   8FC 
24:360-61*. 
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The Value of Righteousness. Chrysostom: 
Consider how great of value is the righteous man. 
Joshua the son of Nun said,  “Let the sun stand 
still at Gibeon, the moon at the valley of Elom 
[Aijalon],” and it was so. Let then the whole 
world come, or rather two or three, or four, or 
ten, or twenty worlds, and let them say and do 
this; yet they shall not be able. But the friend of 
God commanded the creatures of his friend, or 
rather he besought his friend, and the servants 
yielded, and the one below gave command to 
those above. Do you see that these things are ful-
filling their appointed course for service? On the 
Epistle to the Hebrews 27.6.9

A Longer Day. Origen: In this manner, there-
fore, Jesus [ Joshua] with his chiefs and princes 
comes to those who are attacked for his name by 
opposing powers, and not only does he furnish 
assistance in war, but also he extends the length 
of the day and, prolonging the extent of light, dis-
pels the approaching night.

Therefore, if we are able, we want to disclose 
how our Lord Jesus prolonged the light and made 
a longer day, both for the salvation of humans and 
for the destruction of opposing powers.

Immediately after the Savior appeared, it was 
already the end of the world. Even he himself 
said,  “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has 
drawn near.”10 But he restrained and checked the 
day of consummation and forbade it to come. For 
God the Father, seeing that the salvation of the 
nations can be established only through him, says 
to him,  “Ask from me, and I shall give you the 
nations for your inheritance and the ends of the 
earth for your possession.”11

Therefore, until the promise of the Father is 
fulfilled and the churches spring forth in the vari-
ous nations and  “the whole fullness of the 
nations” enter so that then  “all Israel may be 
saved,”12 the day is lengthened and the setting is 
deferred and the sun never sinks down but always 
rises as long as  “the sun of righteousness”13 pours 
the light of truth into the hearts of believers. But 
when the measure of believers is complete and 

the already weaker and depraved age of the final 
generation arrives, when  “the love of many per-
sons will grow cold by increasing iniquity”14 and 
very few persons remain in whom faith is found, 
then  “the days will be shortened.”15

In the same way, therefore, the Lord knows to 
extend the day when it is time for salvation and 
to shorten the day when it is time for tribulation 
and destruction. We, however, while we have 
the day and the extent of light is lengthened for 
us,  “let us walk becomingly as in the day”16 and 
let us perform the works of light. Homilies on 
Joshua 11.2-3.17

10:14 No Other Day Like It

All Things Are Possible for God. Nemesius 
of Emesa: What we say is that God not only 
stands outside the power of all necessity; he is its 
Lord and Maker. For in that he is authority and 
the very source whence authority flows, he him-
self does nothing through any necessity of nature 
or at the bidding of any inviolable law. On the 
contrary, all things are possible to him, including 
those we call impossible. To prove this, he estab-
lished once for all the courses of the sun and 
moon, which are borne on their way by inevitable 
laws, and forever and ever will be thus borne, and 
at the same time to prove that nothing is to him 
inevitable but that all things are possible that he 
may choose, just once he made a special  “day” 
that Scripture sets forth as a  “sign,” solely that he 
might the more proclaim, and in no way invali-
date, that divine ordinance with which, from the 
beginning, he fixed the undeviating orbits of the 
stars. On the Nature of Man 38.55.18

10:16-17 The Five Kings Hide in the Cave 
at Makkedah

The Five Senses. Jerome: For if the armed host 

9NPNF 1 14:489*.   10Mt 4:17.   11Ps 2:8.   12Rom 11:25-26.   13Ma1 4:2 
(3:20 LXX).   14Mt 24:12.   15Mt 24:22.   16Rom 13:13.   17FC 105:116-
17.   18LCC 4:408*.



Joshua 10:12-21

60

of the Lord was represented by the trumpets of 
the priests, we may see in Jericho a type of the 
overthrow of the world by the preaching of the 
gospel. And to pass over endless details (for it is 
not my purpose now to unfold all the mysteries of 
the Old Testament),19 five kings who previously 
reigned in the land of promise and opposed the 
gospel army were overcome in battle with Joshua. 
I think it is clearly to be understood that before 
the Lord led his people from Egypt and circum-
cised them, sight, smell, taste, hearing, and touch 
had the dominion, and that to these, as to five 
princes, everything was subject. And when they 
took refuge in the cave of the body and in a place 
of darkness, Jesus entered the body itself and 
killed them, that the source of their power might 
be the instrument of their death. Against 
Jovinianus 1.21.20

Assaulted Through the Senses. Origen: 
But let us also see what it means when it says 
there were five kings and they fled into caves. 
We have often said the battle of Christians is 
twofold. Indeed, for those who are perfect, such 
as Paul and the Ephesians, it was not, as the apos-
tle himself says,  “a battle against flesh and blood 
but against principalities and authorities, against 
the rulers of darkness in this world and spiritual 
forces of iniquity in the heavens.”21 But for the 
weaker ones and those not yet mature, the battle 
is still waged against flesh and blood, for those 
are still assaulted by carnal faults and frailties.

I think this is indicated even in this passage; 
for we said that a war was declared by five kings 
against the Gibeonites, whose figure I maintained 
was of those who are immature. These, therefore, 
are assaulted by five kings. Now these five kings 
indicate the five corporeal senses: sight, hearing, 
taste, touch and smell; for it must be through one 
of these that each person falls away into sin. 
These five senses are compared to those five kings 
who fight the Gibeonites, that is, carnal persons.

That they are said to have fled into caves can 

be indicated, perhaps, because a cave is a place 
buried in the depths of the earth. Therefore, 
those senses that we mentioned above are said to 
have fled into caves when, after being placed in 
the body, they immerse themselves in earthly 
impulses and do nothing for the work of God but 
all for the service of the body. Homilies on 
Joshua 11.4.22

10:20-21 All Returned Safely

Jesus’ Soldiers. Origen: Whoever fights 
under the leadership of Jesus [ Joshua] against 
opposing authorities ought to merit that which is 
written about those former warriors:  “And the 
whole people,” it says,  “returned safely to Jesus 
[ Joshua] and not one of the sons of Israel mut-
tered with his tongue.” You see, therefore, that 
the person who serves as a soldier under Jesus 
must come back safely from battle and ought not 
even receive a wound  “from the fiery darts of the 
wicked one”;23 he ought to be neither polluted in 
heart nor defiled in thought, and [he] ought not 
allow any place for demonic wounds—not 
through wrath, lust, or any other occasion.

Moreover, what is added,  “No one muttered 
with his tongue,” seems to me to have been 
expressed because no one boasted about the vic-
tory, no one attributed it to his own power that 
he conquered. Indeed, knowing that it is Jesus 
who bestowed the victory, they do not mutter 
with their tongue. Understanding that well, the 
apostle said,  “Not I, but the grace of God that is 
in me.”24 I think, in addition, that he has in mind 
that command of the Lord in which he said,  “But 
when you have done all these things, say, ‘We are 
unprofitable servants; we have only done what we 
should have done.’ ”25 For in this similar manner 
he also seems to prohibit boasting about things 
well done. Homilies on Joshua 12.2.26

19Josh 3.   20NPNF 2 6:362.   21Eph 6:12.   22FC 105:117-18.   23Eph 
6:16.   241 Cor 15:10.   25Lk 17:10.   26FC 105:122-23*.
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1 0 : 2 2 - 4 3  T H E  C O N Q U E S T  C O N T I N U E S

22Then Joshua said, “Open the mouth of the cave, and bring those five kings out to me from the
cave.” . . .  24And when they brought those kings out to Joshua, Joshua summoned all the men of
Israel, and said to the chiefs of the men of war who had gone with him, “Come near, put your feet
upon the necks of these kings.” Then they came near, and put their feet on their necks. 25And
Joshua said to them, “Do not be afraid or dismayed; be strong and of good courage; for thus the
Lord will do to all your enemies against whom you fight.” 26And afterward Joshua smote them and
put them to death. . . .

28And Joshua took Makkedah on that day, and smote it and its king with the edge of the sword;
he utterly destroyed every person in it, he left none remaining; and he did to the king of Makkedah
as he had done to the king of Jericho.

29Then Joshua passed on from Makkedah, and all Israel with him, to Libnah, and fought
against Libnah; 30and the Lord gave it also and its king into the hand of Israel; and he smote it
with the edge of the sword, and every person in it; he left none remaining in it; and he did to its
king as he had done to the king of Jericho.

31And Joshua passed on from Libnah, and all Israel with him, to Lachish, and laid siege to it,
and assaulted it: 32and the Lord gave Lachish into the hand of Israel, and he took it on the second
day, and smote it with the edge of the sword, and every person in it, as he had done to Libnah. . . .

36Then Joshua went up with all Israel from Eglon to Hebron; and they assaulted it, 37and took
it, and smote it with the edge of the sword, and its king and its towns, and every person in it; he
left none remaining, as he had done to Eglon, and utterly destroyed it with every person in it. . . .

40So Joshua defeated the whole land, the hill country and the Negeb and the lowland and the
slopes, and all their kings; he left none remaining, but utterly destroyed all that breathed, as the
Lord God of Israel commanded. 41And Joshua defeated them from Kadesh-barnea to Gaza, and
all the country of Goshen, as far as Gibeon. 42And Joshua took all these kings and their land at one
time, because the Lord God of Israel fought for Israel. 43Then Joshua returned, and all Israel with
him, to the camp at Gilgal.

Overview: Kindness, not cruelty, is signified in 
the destruction of the Amorite kings since they 
represent the hostile powers that formerly 
reigned in us. We will be able to receive our in-
heritance after conquering our spiritual enemies 
through God’s strengthening and deliverance. 
The meanings of the words Libnah, Lachish, and 
Hebron correspond with the twofold condition of 
each city. The obliteration of all the evil within 

us, signified in the devastation of the former in-
habitants of the promised land, prepares us for 
our inheritance. Understanding the Israelite wars 
as figures for the destruction of evil from souls, 
rather than the souls themselves, portrays a more 
devout and merciful view of Jesus (Origen).

10:24 Put Your Feet on the Necks of These 
Kings
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The Reign of Sin. Origen: But meanwhile 
Jesus [ Joshua] destroyed the enemies, not teach-
ing cruelty through this, as the heretics think, but 
representing the future sacraments in these 
affairs, so that when Jesus destroys those kings 
who maintain a reign of sin in us, we can fulfill 
that which the apostle said,  “Just as we presented 
our members to serve iniquity for iniquity, so 
now let us present our members to serve righ-
teousness for sanctification.”1

What is it then that is condemned by them in 
this place as cruelty? It is this, it says, that is writ-
ten,  “Set your feet upon their necks and slay 
them.” But this is discovered to be humaneness 
and kindness, not cruelty, is it not?

Would that you might be the sort of person 
who can  “set your feet upon serpents and scorpi-
ons and upon every hostile power”2 and  “tread 
underfoot the dragon and the lizard,”3 the petty 
king who once reigned in you and maintained in 
you a kingdom of sin. Thus, with all those 
destroyed who used to rule in you by the work of 
sin, Christ Jesus our Lord alone will reign in you,  
“to whom is the glory and the dominion forever 
and ever. Amen!”4 Homilies on Joshua 11.6.5

10:25 Be Strong and of Good Courage

A Spiritual Battle. Origen: But Marcion 
and Valentinus and Basilides6 and the other here-
tics with them, since they refuse to understand 
these things in a manner worthy of the Holy 
Spirit,  “deviated from the faith and became 
devoted to many impieties,”7 bringing forth 
another God of the law, both creator and judge of 
the world, who teaches a certain cruelty through 
these things that are written. For example, they 
are ordered to trample upon the necks of their 
enemies and to suspend from wood the kings of 
that land that they violently invade.

And yet, if only my Lord Jesus the Son of God 
would grant that to me and order me to crush the 
spirit of fornication with my feet and trample 
upon the necks of the spirit of wrath and rage, to 
trample on the demon of avarice, to trample down 

boasting, to crush the spirit of arrogance with my 
feet, and, when I have done all these things, not 
to hang the most exalted of these exploits upon 
myself, but upon his cross. Thereby I imitate 
Paul, who says,  “the world is crucified to me,”8 
and, that which we have already related above,  
“Not I, but the grace of God that is in me.”9

But if I deserve to act thus, I shall be blessed, 
and what Jesus [ Joshua] said to the ancients will 
also be said to me,  “Go courageously and be 
strengthened; do not be afraid nor be awed by 
their appearance, because the Lord God has 
delivered all your enemies into your hands.”10 If 
we understand these things spiritually and man-
age wars of this type spiritually, and if we drive 
out all those spiritual iniquities from heaven, 
then we shall be able at last to receive from Jesus 
as a share of the inheritance even those places and 
kingdoms that are the kingdoms of heaven, 
bestowed by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ,  
“to whom is the glory and the dominion forever 
and ever. Amen!”11 Homilies on Joshua 12.3.12

10:28-29 Joshua Conquers Libnah

Two Kinds of White. Origen: But if we 
examine the very meanings of the names more 
eagerly and more diligently, it will be discovered 
that the significance of the names can have an 
interpretation at one time of a wicked kingdom, 
and at another time, of a good kingdom. For 
example, I think Libnah means  “whiteness.” But 
whiteness is understood in different ways, for 
there is a whiteness of leprosy and a whiteness of 
light. Therefore, it is possible to indicate diversi-
ties in the meaning even of the name itself, and of 
either condition. Thus Libnah had a certain 
whiteness of leprosy under the wicked kings, and, 
after those are destroyed and overthrown, when 
Libnah comes into the Israelite kingdom, it 
receives the whiteness of light; because whiteness 

1Rom 6:19.   2Lk 10:19.   3Ps 91:13 (90:13 LXX).   41 Pet 4:11.   5FC 
105:119.   6Gnostic teachers.   71 Tim 6:10.   8Gal 6:14.   91 Cor 15:10.   
10Josh 10:25.   111 Pet 4:11.   12FC 105:123-24.
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is mentioned in Scriptures as being both praise-
worthy and blameworthy. Homilies on Joshua 
13.2.13

10:31-32 Joshua Conquers Lachish

A Good Way and Bad. Origen: And again, 
Lachish is interpreted  “way.” But in the Scrip-
tures, a way is both a laudable and a culpable 
thing. That is not difficult to demonstrate, as it 
says in the psalms,  “And the way of the impious 
will perish”;14 and in another place, on the con-
trary,  “Make straight the way for your feet.”15 
Therefore it can also be understood here that the 
city of Lachish was at first the way of the impi-
ous, and afterwards, when it was destroyed and 
overthrown, it was won over to the right way 
with the Israelites reigning. Homilies on 
Joshua 13.2.16

10:36-37 Joshua Conquers Hebron

An Old and New Union. Origen: In like 
manner, there is also Hebron, which they say 
means  “union” or  “marriage.” But the union of 
our soul was at first with a wicked man and a 
most evil husband, the devil. When that one was 
destroyed and abolished, the soul was  “freed from 
the law”17 of that former wicked man and united 
with a good and lawful one, him about whom the 
apostle Paul says,  “I determined to present you a 
chaste virgin to one man, to Christ.”18

Thus even the understanding of the names 
themselves agrees with this twofold condition of 
every city. Homilies on Joshua 13.2.19

10:40-43 The Whole Land Is Defeated

Entitled to Inherit. Origen: Likewise, it is 
especially the work of the Word of God to pull 
down the diabolical structures that the devil has 
built in the human soul. For, in everyone of us, 
that one raised up towers of pride and walls of 
self-exaltation. The Word of God overthrows and 
undermines these, so that justly, according to the 

apostle, we are made  “the cultivation of God and 
the building of God,”20  “set upon the foundation 
of the apostles and prophets with Christ Jesus 
himself the chief cornerstone, from whom the 
uniting of the edifice grows into a temple of God 
in the spirit.”21 And thus at last we may be enti-
tled to be included in the inheritance of the holy 
land, in the Israelite portion. Then our enemies 
will be abolished and destroyed so  “that none of 
them remains who may breathe in us,” but only 
the spirit of Christ breathes in us, through works 
and words and spiritual understanding, according 
to the teaching of Christ Jesus our Lord,  “to 
whom is the strength and the power forever and 
ever. Amen!”22 Homilies on Joshua 13.4.23

Extinguishing Evil. Origen: I myself think 
it is better that the Israelite wars be understood in 
this way, and it is better that Jesus [ Joshua] is 
thought to fight in this way and to destroy cities 
and overthrow kingdoms. For in this manner what 
is said will also appear more devout and more mer-
ciful, when he is said to have so subverted and dev-
astated individual cities that  “nothing that 
breathed was left in them, neither any who might 
be saved nor any who might escape.”24

Would that the Lord might thus cast out and 
extinguish all former evils from the souls who 
believe in him—even those he claims for his 
kingdom—and from my own soul, its own evils; 
so that nothing of a malicious inclination may 
continue to breathe in me, nothing of wrath; so 
that no disposition of desire for any evil may be 
preserved in me, and no wicked word  “may 
remain to escape” from my mouth. For thus, 
purged from all former evils and under the leader-
ship of Jesus, I can be included among the cities of 
the sons of Israel, concerning which it is written,  
“The cities of Judah will be raised up and they 
will dwell in them.”25 Homilies on Joshua 13.3.26

13FC 105:126.   14Ps 1:6.   15Heb 12:13; Prov 4:26.   16FC 105:126-27.   
17Rom 7:3.   182 Cor 11:2.   19FC 105:127*.   201 Cor 3:9.   21Eph 2:20-
21.   22See Rev 7:12.   23FC 105:128-29.   24Josh 8:22; cf. Josh 10:40.   
25Amos 9:14.   26FC 105:127.
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1 1 : 1 - 1 5  C A N A A N I T E  K I N G S

U N I T E  A G A I N S T  I S R A E L

1When Jabin king of Hazor heard of this, he sent to Jobab king of Madon, and to the king of
Shimron, and to the king of Achshaph, 2and to the kings who were in the northern hill country,
and in the Arabah south of Chinneroth, and in the lowland, and in Naphoth-dor on the west, 3to
the Canaanites in the east and the west, the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, and the
Jebusites in the hill country, and the Hivites under Hermon in the land of Mizpah. 4And they
came out, with all their troops, a great host, in number like the sand that is upon the seashore,
with very many horses and chariots. 5And all these kings joined their forces, and came and
encamped together at the waters of Merom, to fight with Israel.

6And the Lord said to Joshua, “Do not be afraid of them, for tomorrow at this time I will give
over all of them, slain, to Israel; you shall hamstring their horses, and burn their chariots with
fire.” 7So Joshua came suddenly upon them with all his people of war, by the waters of Merom, and
fell upon them. 8And the Lord gave them into the hand of Israel, who smote them and chased
them as far as Great Sidon and Misrephoth-maim, and eastward as far as the valley of Mizpeh;
and they smote them, until they left none remaining. 9And Joshua did to them as the Lord bade
him; he hamstrung their horses, and burned their chariots with fire. . . .

12And all the cities of those kings, and all their kings, Joshua took, and smote them with the edge
of the sword, utterly destroying them, as Moses the servant of the Lord had commanded. . . .
14And all the spoil of these cities and the cattle, the people of Israel took for their booty; but every
man they smote with the edge of the sword, until they had destroyed them, and they did not leave
any that breathed. 15As the Lord had commanded Moses his servant, so Moses commanded
Joshua, and so Joshua did; he left nothing undone of all that the Lord had commanded Moses.

Overview: The attack of the Canaanite kings, 
following the attack of the Amorite kings, in-
structs us that as the people of God increase in 
number, so do persecutors. The association be-
tween the kings’ names, territories and actions 
yields figurative interpretations: Jabin is identi-
fied as the devil who rules the earth, and Jobab is 
an evil spirit who brings calamity upon mortals. 
The victory the Lord declares for Israel symbol-
izes the destruction of all that is evil at the con-
summation of this age. Representing demons, the 
horses and chariots are destroyed because they 
are a figure for those whom unbelievers invoke 
for help. The Lord’s command to destroy these is 

obeyed when we subdue the body’s passions 
through self-denial and possess a heart that burns 
for God’s words (Origen). God’s works of judg-
ment must be understood in conjunction with the 
sins that precipitate them (Augustine). Joshua’s 
accomplishment of all he had been commanded 
through Moses symbolizes Jesus’ complete fulfill-
ment of the law (Origen).

11:1-8 The Attack of the Canaanite Kings

The More Righteousness Grows, the 
More It Is Attacked. Origen: In prior read-
ings, the king of Jerusalem had assembled four 
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other kings with him against Jesus [ Joshua] and 
against the sons of Israel.1 But now no longer 
does someone assemble four or five; on the con-
trary, see how great a multitude one person 
assembles. . . .

You see how many swarms of opposing powers 
and of malicious demons may be stirred up 
against Jesus [ Joshua] and the Israelite army. 
Before the coming of our Lord and Savior, all 
those demons, undisturbed and secure, were 
occupying human spirits and ruled in their minds 
and bodies. But when  “grace appeared” in the 
world, the mercy  “of God our Savior”2 instructs 
us to live piously and purely in this world, sepa-
rated from every contagion of sin, so that each 
soul may receive its liberty and the  “image of 
God”3 in which it was created from the begin-
ning. Because of this, fights and battles spring 
forth from their iniquitous old possessors. If the 
first ones are overthrown, far more rise up after-
wards, and they unite into one and conspire in 
evil, always remote from the good. And if they are 
conquered for a second time, again a third time 
other more wicked powers will rise up. So per-
haps the more the people of God are increased, 
and the more they thrive and are multiplied, 
there are that many more who conspire to assault.
Homilies on Joshua 14.1.4

On Jabin. Origen: But let us attempt, as God 
grants, to investigate certain individual kings of 
the opposing army; and, through the meaning of 
the names of each one, let us consider also the 
work he performs in malice.

First of all, the one who is designated the 
author of this war, who collects the others and 
summons them to a conspiracy of wickedness, is 
named Jabin, who was king of Hazor. For he is 
the one who is said to have called the others 
together. But Jabin means  “thought” or  “pru-
dence.” What, then, is this  “thought” or  “pru-
dence,” if not that which the prophet Isaiah calls  
“proud thought”? For he says,  “And moreover, I 
shall strike out the proud thought of the prince of 
the Assyrians, who said, ‘I shall bring it to pass by 

my power, and, by the wisdom of my perception, 
I shall remove the boundaries of the nations and 
plunder their power.’ ”5

Therefore, the one who is called  “proud 
thought” in that place is this king of the Assyri-
ans. But here, Jabin is  “thought” or  “prudence.” 
For it is written that in paradise the serpent was  
“more prudent than all the beasts”6 who were 
upon the earth. And even that  “steward of iniq-
uity” is said to have  “done prudently”7 that which 
he did. This Jabin, then, is king of Hazor. But 
Hazor means  “court.” Therefore, all the earth is 
the court of this king, the devil, who holds the 
supremacy of the whole earth as though of one 
court. But do you wish to verify that the court is 
itself the earth? In the Gospels it is written that 
the strong one sleeps unconcerned in his own 
court until a stronger one comes, who may both  
“bind” him and  “carry away what he possesses.”8 
The king of the court, therefore, is  “the prince of 
this world.”9 Homilies on Joshua 14.2.10

On Jobab. Origen: This one sends word to 
Jobab; for he himself is the one who sends word 
to all nations and summons them to battle. He 
sends word to the king of Merom. Jobab means  
“hostilities,” but Merom means  “bitternesses.” 
Therefore, the devil sends word to another hos-
tile power, doubtless from among the fugitive 
angels, and this power is the king of bitternesses. 
All bitternesses and difficulties in this world that 
are inflicted on wretched mortals issue from this 
author and what he does. There are diverse kinds 
of sin. For nothing can be more bitter than sin, 
even if it seems somewhat delightful at first, as 
Solomon writes.  “But in the end,” he says,  “you 
will find what seemed sweet in the beginning to 
be more bitter than gall and sharper than the 
edge of a sword.”11 But the nature of righteous-
ness is the opposite: In the beginning, it seems 
more bitter, but in the end, when it produces 

1Josh 10:1-17.   2Tit 2:11-14.   3Gen 1:27.   4FC 105:130-32.   5Is 10:12-
13.   6Gen 3:1, variously translated  “subtle” or  “crafty.”   7Lk 16:8.   8Mt 
12:29.   9Jn 14:30; cf. Jn 16:11.   10FC 105:132-33*.   11Prov 5:4.



Joshua 11:1-15

66

fruits of virtue, it is found to be sweeter than 
honey. Therefore, the devil sent word to the hos-
tile Jobab, the king of bitterness. Homilies on 
Joshua 14.2.12

Victory Comes Tomorrow. Origen: Such is 
the list, therefore, of the entire army of invisible 
foes who are assembled by King Jabin in order to 
fight against us who follow Jesus, our leader and 
Savior. But what does the Lord declare?  “Do not 
shrink back from their appearance,” he says  “be-
cause by tomorrow at this hour, I shall deliver them 
into your hands.” I observe that today we are not 
able to overwhelm all those powers or to destroy 
them all, but they will be entirely taken away to-
morrow, that is, after the consummation of this age.

For, at that time, every opposing power will be 
pulled down and the inmost part will be con-
quered when you see that those who are on the 
left are told,  “Go into the eternal fire that God 
has prepared for the devil and his angels.”13 Then 
if, following Jesus the leader, we have conquered 
and have been able to take possession, even we 
shall occupy the kingdom that the Father has pre-
pared for his saints and for these who  “have ful-
filled” his commandments and  “righteousness”14 
through our Lord Jesus Christ himself,  “to whom 
is the glory and the dominion forever and ever. 
Amen!”15 Homilies on Joshua 14.2.16

11:9 Joshua Destroys the Horses and 
Chariots

Demonic Figures. Origen: The horses and 
the chariots that are removed seem to hold the 
figure of those who, although placed in the heav-
ens, fell away through wantonness and pride, 
either when they set themselves aflame to desire 
the daughters of humankind or when they fol-
lowed him who said,  “I shall place my seat above 
the clouds and I shall be like the Most High.”17 
Perhaps it is for that reason that the prophet also 
says,  “False is the horse for salvation.”18 And 
again, concerning those who trust in demons, he 
says,  “These call on chariots and those on horses, 

but we shall call upon the name of our God.”19 
Certainly Scripture would not apply chariots and 
horses to God, at least as far as invoking them. 
But, by all means, it shows that just as we our-
selves call upon the true God, so the nations 
invoke  “chariots and horses,” that is, demons, 
those whom the nations who waged war against 
Israel invoked. Moreover, Scripture also men-
tions the horses of the Egyptians, even those very 
ones ordered to be destroyed at that time.20 
Homilies on Joshua 15.3.21

Hamstrung Passions. Origen: If we under-
stand the horses that are commanded by the pre-
cept of God to be hamstrung, together with their 
chariots, as the passions of the body—that is, 
lust, petulance or pride, and fickleness, by whom 
the unhappy soul, just as a rider, is borne and car-
ried to great dangers—this understanding will 
not be contrary to our reasoning. The horse, of 
course, is hamstrung when the body is humbled 
by fastings and vigils and by every pain of self-
denial. And the chariots are consumed by fire 
when the word of the Lord is fulfilled in us, as he 
says,  “I came to send fire on the earth, and how I 
wish that it be set ablaze!”22 Those persons 
already revealed themselves to burn in that fire 
who said,  “Was not our heart burning within us 
when he opened the Scripture for us?”23 Also, 
therefore, the horse is called  “false for salvation”24 
if we allow the impulses of the body to be 
endured unbridled and if we do not subdue the 
wanton and haughty necks of the flesh by the 
yoke of self-denial.

But now, if by chance anyone is stimulated and 
pricked by the words of God through what we 
say; if he who yesterday might have been carried 
into lust, flying headlong and impetuous as a 
horse, yet today, after hearing these things, 
repents and is converted; if this person even, 

12FC 105:133*.   13Mt 25:41.   14Mt 3:15.   151 Pet 4:11.   16FC 105:136-
37*.   17Is 14:14.   18Ps 33:17 (32:17 LXX).   19Ps 20:7 (19:7 LXX).   20Ex 
14:9, 26-28.   21FC 105:141-42.   22Lk 12:49.   23Lk 24:32.   24Ps 33:17 
(32:17 LXX).   
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according to the prophet,  “is subdued by the fear 
of God,”25 bridles himself, withdraws from sin 
and henceforth loves the chaste and continent 
life, then indeed we shall seem  “to have ham-
strung horses” by drawing the sword of the word 
of God.26 For the precept of God is more fittingly 
accomplished by this than by someone who ham-
strings equine animals captured from the spoils of 
enemies. Homilies on Joshua 15.3.27

11:14 They Did Not Leave Any Alive

Judging the Works of God. Augustine: 
One should not at all think it a horrible cruelty 
that Joshua did not leave anyone alive in those cit-
ies that fell to him, for God himself had ordered 
this. However, whoever for this reason thinks 
that God himself must be cruel and does not 
wish to believe then that the true God was the 
author of the Old Testament judges as perversely 
about the works of God as he does about the sins 
of human beings. Such people do not know what 
each person ought to suffer. Consequently, they 
think it a great evil when that which is about to 
fall is thrown down and when mortals die. Ques-
tions on Joshua 16.28

11:15 Joshua Did As the Lord Commanded

The Fulfillment of the Law. Origen: The 
verse says,  “Just as Moses, the servant of the 

Lord, ordered him.” Here, the word of the law 
itself is called Moses, the servant of the Lord, just 
as it says in the Gospel,  “They have Moses and 
the prophets, let them listen to them.”29 There-
fore, the law commanded us to destroy all of sin’s 
kings, who incite us to sin.  “Jesus [ Joshua] 
accomplished this, and he did not transgress any-
thing from all that Moses established for him.” 
Indeed, according to the first stage of explana-
tion, we said that whatever the law of God—
which here is called Moses—ordered, Jesus ful-
fills in us and is himself the one who destroys 
vices in us and overthrows the most vile king-
doms of sin. Nevertheless, it can also be said 
about our Lord and Savior himself, that every-
thing Moses commanded in the law, Jesus accom-
plished, and he did not transgress anything, since 
the apostle indeed says,  “When the fullness of 
time had come, God sent his own Son, made 
from a woman, made under the law.”30 If, there-
fore, he was made under the law, since he was 
under the law, everything that the law com-
manded, he fulfilled, so that he might redeem us 
from the curse of the law. He also says concerning 
himself,  “I came not to abolish but to fulfill the 
law.”31 Homilies on Joshua 15.4.32

1 1 : 1 6 - 2 3  T H E  C O N Q U E S T  E N D S

16So Joshua took all that land, the hill country and all the Negeb and all the land of Goshen and
the lowland and the Arabah and the hill country of Israel and its lowland 17from Mount Halak,
that rises toward Seir, as far as Baal-gad in the valley of Lebanon below Mount Hermon. And he
took all their kings, and smote them, and put them to death. . . . 20For it was the Lord’s doing to

25Ps 119:120 (118:120 LXX).   26Eph 6:17.   27FC 105:142-43.   28CCL 
33:322.   29Lk 16:29.   30Gal 4:4.   31Mt 5:17.   32FC 105:145-46*. 
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harden their hearts that they should come against Israel in battle, in order that they should be
utterly destroyed, and should receive no mercy but be exterminated, as the Lord commanded
Moses. . . .

23So Joshua took the whole land, according to all that the Lord had spoken to Moses; and
Joshua gave it for an inheritance to Israel according to their tribal allotments. And the land had
rest from war.

Overview: Augustine suggests that the extent of 
Joshua’s conquest was limited to those cities he 
battled against within the region described in the 
text. God’s provocation of the Canaanites, which 
prompted attacks on Israel in order that they be 
destroyed, illustrates how the Lord permits hos-
tile powers to assail us in order to rouse us to bat-
tle against sin (Origen). However, the power of 
God is invincible ( Jerome). Divine providence 
ensured that the Canaanites would attack the Is-
raelites in order that God’s judgment against 
them would be achieved (Augustine). In con-
quering the whole land, Joshua prefigures Christ, 
who captured and destroyed every sin and who 
calls a multitude of believers from all over the 
earth (Origen).

11:16-17 So Joshua Conquered the Land

The Extent of Joshua’s Success. August-
ine: It is asked how this can be true, since the 
Hebrews were not altogether able to capture all 
the cities of those seven nations either in the 
times after the judges or in the times of the kings. 
But one must understand it to mean that Joshua 
never approached any city with hostile intent that 
he did not capture. Or it may mean that no city 
remained uncaptured except for those which were 
in the regions mentioned above. For those 
regions were enumerated in which there were cit-
ies concerning which the conclusion was made:  
“and he captured all of them in war.” Questions 
on Joshua 17.1

11:20 The Lord Hardened Their Hearts

A Provoked Fight. Origen: For as long as the 

hostile powers that work sin in us do not come 
and incite us to sin or provoke us to fight, they 
cannot be killed or exterminated. For that reason, 
therefore, God is said in like manner to permit, 
even to excite, opposing powers to go out into 
battle against us so that we may seize the victory 
and they may pursue destruction. Homilies on 
Joshua 15.5.2

The Irresistible Will of God. Jerome: 
“There was no city which the Lord did not 
deliver to the children of Israel, except perhaps 
those who lived in Gibeon. Israel violently over-
threw all of them because the Lord hardened 
their hearts that they would fight Israel and be 
killed and not be shown mercy and die, just as the 
Lord had commanded Moses.” If it happened by 
the will of the Lord that Israel not receive or 
accept peace, then let us say with the apostle,  
“Why, therefore, does he object? For who can 
resist the will of the Lord?”3 Defense Against 
the Pelagians 1.38.4

A Divine and Lofty Judgment. Augustine: 
It is said that  “their heart was strengthened 
through the Lord,” that is, that their heart was 
hardened, just as in the case of Pharaoh. There can 
be no doubt that this is justly done by a divine and 
lofty judgment, when God abandons someone and 
the enemy takes possession of him; the same 
applies in this case as in Pharaoh’s. But here some-
thing else sets in motion, as it is said that their 
hearts were emboldened to arise against Israel in 
war and therefore the Israelites would not show 
any mercy to them. The Israelites may very well 

1CCL 33:322.   2FC 105:146.   3Rom 9:19.   4CCL 80:48-49.
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have showed them mercy, if the Canaanites had 
not gone to war, since God had ordered that none 
of the Canaanites were to be spared and yet the 
Israelites had spared the Gibeonites because they 
had represented themselves as having come from a 
far-off country and had made a treaty with them. 
But because the Israelites showed mercy to some, 
albeit against the command of God, it must be 
understood that it was said with this intention 
that the Canaanites waged war in such a manner 
so that the Israelites would not spare them, nor 
would the Canaanites be able to convince the Isra-
elites to show mercy and neglect God’s command. 
I cannot believe that this could have happened in 
any other way, even though Joshua was their leader 
and diligently obeyed all of God’s commands. 
Nonetheless, not even Joshua would have annihi-
lated them so quickly had they not gone against 
him in such a dastardly fashion. Thus it could have 
happened that Joshua, taking care to fulfill God’s 
commandments, would have defeated them in a 
rather minimal way and they would have remained 
until the time when the Israelites could spare them 
after Joshua’s death, when the Israelites did not do 
God’s commandments with such care. For even 
while he was still alive the Israelites spared some 
Canaanites, although they subjugated them to 
their authority; some Canaanites, in fact, they 
never could conquer. But these things were not 
done while he was their leader but when as an old 
man he had retired from warfare and merely 
divided up the territories for the Israelites. He 
divided it with the intention that the Israelites 
would take possession of those lands that were 
emptied of the enemy and capture the rest by fight-
ing, although he himself would no longer wage 
war. And the fact that they were able to conquer 
some of the Canaanites in a rather minimal way 
was owing to divine providence, as is clear in cer-
tain places in the Scriptures.  Questions on 
Joshua 18.5

11:23 Joshua Took the Whole Land

Every Kind of Sin. Origen: It did not say 

that by war Jesus [ Joshua] took some and did not 
take others but that he took all into his posses-
sion, that is, he captured and destroyed all. And, 
indeed, the Lord Jesus has purged every kind of 
sin and destroyed all. For we all  “were irrational, 
unbelieving, errant, serving various desires, act-
ing in malice and envy, hateful, and hating one 
another,”6 and [we possessed] every type of sin 
that is found in persons before they believe. 
Therefore, it is well said that Jesus kills all who 
have gone to war. For Jesus—who is the Word 
and the  “wisdom of God”—is greater than any 
kind of sin, no matter how terrible.7 For he over-
comes and conquers all sins. Or do we not believe 
this, that every kind of sin is carried away when 
we come to the saving bath?8 For the apostle Paul 
also alludes to this, who, when he had enumer-
ated the whole class of sins, adds something after 
them all and says,  “And indeed you were these; 
but you were washed, you were sanctified, you 
were justified in the name of our Lord, Jesus 
Christ.”9 Therefore, in this way, Jesus [ Joshua] is 
said to have seized all in battle and to have 
destroyed all. It happened that, through the work 
of the Lord, their heart predominated and they 
hastened into battle against Israel and were exter-
minated. Homilies on Joshua 15.5.10

Possession and Peace Origen: I do not see 
that Jesus [ Joshua] the son of Nun took posses-
sion of all the earth. For how much of the earth 
does one take who seizes only Judea? But our 
Lord Jesus truly took possession of all the earth, 
because a multitude of believers from all over the 
earth and out of all the nations flock to him. 
After these things, after  “Jesus [ Joshua] took 
possession of all the earth,” it is also added,  “And 
the earth rested from wars.” How will this 
phrase—that  “the earth rested from wars”—
seem to have been uttered truthfully concerning 
the son of Nun, when the earth never entirely 
rested from wars in his time? This is fulfilled in 

5CCL 33:322-23.   6Tit 3:3.   7Jn 1:14; cf. 1 Cor 1:24.   8Baptism.   
91 Cor 6:11.   10FC 105:146.
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my Lord Jesus Christ alone. Consider yourself—
you have come to Jesus and through the grace of 
baptism have attained the remission of sins; and 
now in you  “the flesh” does not  “fight against the 
spirit and the spirit against the flesh.”11 Your land 
has ceased from wars if you still  “carry around the 

death of Jesus Christ in your body”12 so that, after 
all battles have ceased in you, you may be made  
“peaceable” and you may be called  “a child of 
God.”13 Homilies on Joshua 15.7.14

1 2 : 1 - 2 4  T H E  C O N Q U E R E D  K I N G S

1Now these are the kings of the land, whom the people of Israel defeated, and took possession of
their land beyond the Jordan toward the sunrising, from the valley of the Arnon to Mount Her-
mon, with all the Arabah eastward: 2Sihon king of the Amorites, . . . 4and Oge king of Bashan. . . .
6Moses, the servant of the Lord, and the people of Israel defeated them; and Moses the servant of
the Lord gave their land for a possession to the Reubenites and the Gadites and the half-tribe of
Manasseh.

7And these are the kings of the land whom Joshua and the people of Israel defeated on the west
side of the Jordan . . . : 9the king of Jericho, one; the king of Ai, which is beside Bethel, one; 10the
king of Jerusalem, one; the king of Hebron, one; 11the king of Jarmuth, one; the king of Lachish,
one; . . . 24the king of Tirzah, one: in all, thirty-one kings.

e Gk: Heb the boundary of Og

Overview: Moses and Joshua were aware of and 
understood the anagogical sense1 of their accom-
plishments (Origen). As Joshua, unlike his mas-
ter Moses, was able to enter and subdue the 
promised land, so apostles were able to perform 
more miracles than Jesus himself (Ephrem).

12:1-24 Thirty-one Kings

Shadows of Certain Realities. Origen: 
And if  “a wise man shall understand the words 
from his own mouth and shall hear knowledge on 
his lips,”2 we must either declare rashly that the 
prophets were not wise, if they have not under-
stood  “the words from their own mouth,” or 
admit that the prophets were wise, because they 

have received what is correct and true and have 
understood  “the words from their own mouth” 
and borne knowledge on their lips. It is clear that 
Moses saw in his mind the truth of the law and 
the allegorical meanings related to the anagogical 
sense of the stories he recorded, and that Joshua 
understood the true distribution of land which 
took place after the overthrow of the twenty-nine 
kings,3 since he could see better than us that the 
things accomplished through himself were shad-
ows of certain realities. Commentary on the 
Gospel of John 6.21-22.4

1“Leading upward” toward heaven and the age to come.   2Prov 16:23.   
3Josh 12:7-24.   4FC 80:174.

11See Gal 5:17.   122 Cor 4:10.   13Mt 5:9.   14FC 105:150.
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Master and His Disciples. Ephrem the 
Syrian: Whoever believes in me will also do the 
works which I do, and will do even greater ones.5 
And where is this word which he said, “The disci-
ple is not greater than his master” [illustrated]?6 
For example, Moses killed only three kings, but 
Joshua killed thirty.7 [Moses] persevered in 
prayer, made supplication, but did not enter [the 
promised land]. It was Joshua rather who entered 

and shared out the inheritance.8 Likewise, Sam-
uel was greater than Eli, and Elisha received a 
double portion of his master’s spirit after his 
ascension,9 like the Lord our Savior, for his disci-
ples effected twice through their signs. Commen-
tary on Tatian’s Diatessaron 19.8.10

1 3 : 1 - 1 4  T H E  D I V I S I O N  O F  T H E  L A N D

1Now Joshua was old and advanced in years; and the Lord said to him, “You are old and
advanced in years, and there remains yet very much land to be possessed. 2This is the land that yet
remains: all the regions of the Philistines, and all those of the Geshurites, . . . 3 and those of the
Avvim, 4in the south, all the land of the Canaanites, and Mearah which belongs to the Sidonians,
to Aphek, to the boundary of the Amorites, 5and the land of the Gebalites, and all Lebanon,
toward the sunrising, from Baal-gad below Mount Hermon to the entrance of Hamath, 6all the
inhabitants of the hill country from Lebanon to Misrephoth-maim, even all the Sidonians. I will
myself drive them out from before the people of Israel; only allot the land to Israel for an inherit-
ance, as I have commanded you. 7Now therefore divide this land for an inheritance to the nine
tribes and half the tribe of Manasseh.”

8With the other half of the tribe of Manasseh g the Reubenites and the Gadites received their
inheritance, which Moses gave them, beyond the Jordan eastward, as Moses the servant of the
Lord gave them. . . .

14To the tribe of Levi alone Moses gave no inheritance; the offerings by fire to the Lord God of
Israel are their inheritance, as he said to him.

g Cn: Heb With it

Overview: Rather than an observation of his 
physical age, Scripture’s description of Joshua as 
an elder  “full of days” is a title of honor given for 
his maturity and dignity. Since he prefigures 
Jesus, this title is especially fitting as Jesus is the 
beginning and  “head” of all.

The territory that remained after the conquest 

represents those whom Jesus will take possession 
of at his second coming. The Sidonites are specif-
ically mentioned among those who will be exter-
minated because they symbolize opposing powers 
that seek to entrap souls in sin. The Levites, 
whose inheritance is the Lord God, represent 
those rare believers who pursue purity and wis-

5Jn 14:12.   6Mt 10:24.   7Cf. Josh 12:1-24.   8Deut 34:4-5; Josh 14:1-
19:51.   9See 2 Kings 2:9-12.   10ECTD 286. 
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dom and illumine the way of salvation to others 
(Origen).

13:1 Joshua Was Advanced in Years

Full of Days. Origen: Certain attentive per-
sons even before us have observed in the Scrip-
tures that presbyters or elders are not so called 
because they have lived to a great age, but they 
are honored by this title for their maturity of 
thought and venerable dignity of life, especially 
when there is added to presbyter this phrase that 
follows:  “full of days.”1 For if any  “presbyter” or  
“elder” seemed so named because of his great age, 
who would have been even more fitting to desig-
nate by this name than Adam, or surely Methu-
selah or Noah, who clearly are declared to have 
lived far more years in this world than the rest? 
Yet, we see that indeed not one of these is called  
“presbyter” or  “elder” by Scripture. But Abra-
ham, who lived a much shorter life, is the first to 
be called  “presbyter” or  “elder” in holy Scrip-
tures.2 Also it is said by the Lord to Moses,  
“Choose presbyters for yourself from all the peo-
ple, those whom you yourself know to be presby-
ters.”3 But see, O hearer, whether anywhere in all 
Scripture you are able to find the title  “an elder, 
full of days” attributed to any sinner. Homilies 
on Joshua 16.1.4

Head of All. Origen: But since we have deter-
mined that the things that are said about Jesus 
[ Joshua] also refer to our Lord and Savior, whom 
do we understand to be as much  “the presbyter 
and elder, advanced of days” as the one who is  
“the beginning, the firstborn of every creature”?5 
And for that reason, perhaps, he alone, before 
whom there is no one, is truly and properly called 
presbyter. Therefore, although there are those in 
the Scriptures who are called presbyters or elders 
or high priests, nevertheless, among the presby-
ters or elders the Lord Jesus must be reckoned 
chief of presbyters, and among bishops, chief of 
bishops, just as among high priests he is  “chief of 
high priests,”6 and as among shepherds he is  

“chief of shepherds.”7 The Savior must be held 
first and chief in this and in every honorable title, 
because he is the  “head” of all.8 Homilies on 
Joshua 16.2.9

13:2 The Land That Remains

The Second Coming. Origen: But follow me, 
O hearer, through delicate threads of expression, 
and I shall disclose to you how for a second time 
he takes possession of this earth, very much of 
which is now said to Jesus to be left behind. Lis-
ten to what Paul says concerning this:  “For he 
must reign until he makes all his enemies his 
footstool.”10 This, therefore, is the  “land,” much 
of which is now said to be left behind, until all are 
placed entirely under his feet and until he takes 
possession of all persons for his inheritance.  
“This,” it says,  “is the land that was left behind: 
all the regions of the Philistines,” and, indeed, 
very many other lands that follow. Much still  “re-
mains,” as far as this pertains to our times, which 
we see has not yet been  “placed beneath the feet 
of Jesus,” who is certainly to possess all. . . . 

From this it is evident that in the second com-
ing Jesus will obtain this extensive land that still 
remains. But blessed are those who were taken 
over at his first coming; for those will be truly 
dear who receive the inheritance of the land of 
promise in spite of the resistance of many adver-
saries and the attacks of many enemies by war 
and by weapons. Homilies on Joshua 16.3.11

13:6 The Lord Will Drive Out the People

Evil Hunters. Origen: After these things, 
when he had enumerated very many nations, of 
the Sidonites alone he said,  “And I shall extermi-
nate all the Sidonites from the face of the sons of 
Israel.” The Canaanites were also named, and 
those who were opposite Egypt were mentioned, 

1Gen 35:29.   2Gen 18:11-12.   3Num 11:16.   4FC 105:151.   5Col. 1:15, 
18.   6Heb 4:14.   71 Pet 5:4.   8See Eph 4:15.   9FC 105:153.   101 Cor 
15:25; Ps 110:1 (109:1 LXX).   11FC 105:153-54.
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and those who were from the region of Ekron and 
from the left portions of the river, and very many 
other nations; but concerning the Sidonites 
alone, the Lord says that he will destroy them. 
Just as we have said previously, however, the 
Sidonites are called  “hunters.” Who, therefore, do 
we understand as those evil hunters that the Lord 
exterminates if not those opposing powers of 
whom the prophet says,  “They have prepared 
snares for my feet,”12 [snares] by which they pur-
sue and ensnare souls for sin? So then, the Lord 
exterminates them. For when such hunters as 
these have perished, when at last there will be no 
one who  “stretches out snares” and nets in order 
to entrap souls in sin, then  “each person will rest 
under his own vine and under his own fig tree.”13

Homilies on Joshua 16.4.14

13:14 No Inheritance of Land for Levi

A Divine Inheritance. Origen: Neither 
Moses nor Jesus [ Joshua], however, gave an 
inheritance to the Levites, because  “the Lord 
God himself is their inheritance.”15 What else can 
we understand by this, except that in the church 
of the Lord there are certain persons who precede 

all the rest by the strength of their spirit and on 
account of their merits? The Lord himself is said 
to be their inheritance. And if it is proper to ven-
ture into such things and unveil a profound 
secret, let us see what the figure of priests or Lev-
ites secretly discloses, in case there is something. 
For among every people—I speak of those who 
are saved—the great majority are no doubt those 
who please the Lord through good works, honest 
ways and acceptable deeds because they simply 
believe in and fear God. But there are a few per-
sons, exceedingly rare, who give attention to wis-
dom and to knowledge, keep their mind clean and 
pure, and cultivate noble virtues for their souls. 
Through the influence of teaching, they can then 
illuminate the way for the other more simple ones 
to walk to and arrive at salvation. These persons 
are probably designated here under the name of 
Levites and priests, whose heritage is said to be 
the Lord himself, who is wisdom, which they 
dearly loved above all other things. Homilies on 
Joshua 17.2.16

[ 1 3 : 1 5 - 2 3  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E  O F  R E U B E N ]

[ 1 3 : 2 4 - 3 3  I N H E R I T A N C E S  B E Y O N D  T H E  J O R D A N ]

12Ps 57:6 (56:6 LXX).   13Mic 4:4.   14FC 105:154-55.   15The  LXX 
denotes the Lord as the inheritance, rather than the offerings by fire, 
in consonance with Numbers 18:20.   16FC 105:159-60.
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1 4 : 1 - 5  T H E  A L L O T M E N T  O F  C A N A A N

1And these are the inheritances which the people of Israel received in the land of Canaan, which
Eleazar the priest, and Joshua the son of Nun, and the heads of the fathers’ houses of the tribes of
the people of Israel distributed to them. 2Their inheritance was by lot, as the Lord had com-
manded Moses for the nine and one-half tribes. 3For Moses had given an inheritance to the two
and one-half tribes beyond the Jordan; but to the Levites he gave no inheritance among them. 4For
the people of Joseph were two tribes, Manasseh and Ephraim; and no portion was given to the Lev-
ites in the land, but only cities to dwell in, with their pasture lands for their cattle and their sub-
stance. 5The people of Israel did as the Lord commanded Moses; they allotted the land.

Overview: Just as the law is a shadow of the true 
law, the division of Judea imitates a heavenly divi-
sion. The distributions of the inheritance, first 
through Moses and later through Joshua, illus-
trate Judeo-Christian soteriology (Origen). The 
historical division of the land is typical of the un-
even gradations within heaven ( Jerome).

14:1-5 The Distribution of Inheritances

A Shadow and Copy. Origen: Just as those 
who submit to the law, which is the  “shadow” of 
that true law, diligently serve a  “shadow and 
copy” of  “heavenly things,”1 so those who divide 
the inheritance of the land in Judea imitate the  
“copy and shadow” of a heavenly division. Thus 
truth was in heaven,  “but a shadow and copy” of 
truth was on earth. And as long as this shadow 
remained on earth, there was an earthly Jerusa-
lem; there was a temple, an altar and a visible 
worship; there were priests and high priests; and 
there existed regions and towns of Judea and all 
these things that are described in this book and 
are now recited. Homilies on Joshua 17.1.2

Two Distributions. Origen: A first and a 
second distribution of the inheritance is reported. 
The first is indeed through Moses, but the sec-
ond, and the more powerful, is depicted as 
accomplished through Jesus [ Joshua]. Across the 

Jordan, Moses decrees property to the tribe of 
Reuben and the tribe of Gad and to half the tribe 
of Manasseh, but all the rest receive their inherit-
ance through Jesus [ Joshua]. We have already 
spoken first about how those who had pleased 
God through the law do not yet reach those 
things that have been perfected. They precede in 
time those who attain to the promises through 
faith in Jesus but must wait for those coming 
afterwards who will please God in a different 
time but by one faith, just as the apostle says,  
“They might not attain perfection without us.”3

Homilies on Joshua 17.2.4

A Type of the Heavenly Church. Jerome: 
The whole account of the land of Judah and of the 
tribes is typical of the church in heaven. Let us 
read Joshua, the son of Nun, or the concluding 
portions of Ezekiel, and we shall see that the his-
torical division of the land as related by the one 
finds a counterpart in the spiritual and heavenly 
promises of the other. What is the meaning of the 
seven and eight steps in the description of the 
temple?5 Or again, what significance attaches to 
the fact that in the Psalter, after being taught the 
mystic alphabet by the one hundred and eigh-
teenth psalm6 we arrive by fifteen steps at the 

1Heb 8:5.   2FC 105:157.   3Heb 11:40.   4FC 105:159.   5Ezek 40:20-37.
6Ps 119 in many English translations.
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point where we can sing:  “Behold, now bless the 
Lord, all you servants of the Lord: you who stand 
in the house of the Lord, in the courts of the 
house of our God.”7 Why did two tribes and a 
half dwell on the other side of Jordan, a district 
abounding in cattle, while the remaining nine 
tribes and a half either drove out the old inhabit-
ants from their possessions or dwelled with 
them? Why did the tribe of Levi receive no por-
tion in the land but have the Lord for its por-
tion?8 And how is it that of the priests and 
Levites, themselves, the high priest alone entered 
the Holy of Holies where were the cherubim and 
the mercy seat?9 Why did the other priests wear 
linen raiment only,10 and not have their clothing 
of wrought gold, blue, scarlet, purple and fine 

cloth? The priests and Levites of the lower order 
took care of the oxen and carts; those of the 
higher order carried the ark of the Lord on their 
shoulders. If you do away with the gradations of 
the tabernacle, the temple, the church, if, to use a 
common military phrase, all upon the right hand 
are to be  “up to the same standard,” bishops are 
to no purpose, priests in vain, deacons useless. 
Why do virgins persevere? Widows toil? Why do 
married women practice continence? Let us all 
sin, and when once we have repented, we shall be 
on the same footing as the apostles. Against 
Jovinianus 2.34.11

1 4 : 6 - 1 2  M O S E S ’  P R O M I S E  R E M E M B E R E D

6Then the people of Judah came to Joshua at Gilgal; and Caleb the son of Jephunneh the Ken-
izzite said to him, “You know what the Lord said to Moses the man of God in Kadesh-barnea
concerning you and me. 7I was forty years old when Moses the servant of the Lord sent me from
Kadesh-barnea to spy out the land; and I brought him word again as it was in my heart. 8But my
brethren who went up with me made the heart of the people melt; yet I wholly followed the Lord
my God. 9And Moses swore on that day, saying, ‘Surely the land on which your foot has trodden
shall be an inheritance for you and your children for ever, because you have wholly followed the
Lord my God.’ ”

Overview: God rewards those who prefer the 
virtue of obedience over the safety of inaction 
(Ambrose).

14:6-9 Caleb Recalls Moses’ Promise

Preferring Virtue to Safety. Ambrose:
However, he [the Lord] said1 they should not 
come to that land which they had refused, as a 
penalty for their unbelief; but their children and 

wives, who had not murmured, and who, owing 
to their sex and age, were guiltless, should receive 
the promised inheritance of that land. So the 
bodies of those of twenty years old and upwards 
fell in the desert. The punishment of the rest was 
put aside. But they who had gone up with Joshua, 
and had thought fit to dissuade the people, died 
without delay of a great plague.2 Joshua and 

7Ps 134:1 (133:1 LXX).   8Num 18:20.   9Lev 16:2; Heb 9:7.   10Ex 28, 
etc.   11NPNF 2 6:413-14*.

1Num 14:29.   2Num 14:37. 
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Caleb entered the land of promise together with 
those who were innocent by reason of age or sex. 
The better part, therefore, preferred glory to 
safety; the worse part safety to virtue. But the 
divine judgment approved those who thought vir-
tue was above what is useful, while it condemned 

those who preferred what seemed more in accor-
dance with safety than with what is virtuous.
Duties of the Clergy 3.8.55-56.3

1 4 : 1 3 - 1 5  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E  O F  C A L E B

13Then Joshua blessed him; and he gave Hebron to Caleb the son of Jephunneh for an inherit-
ance. 14So Hebron became the inheritance of Caleb the son of Jephunneh the Kenizzite to this day,
because he wholly followed the Lord, the God of Israel.

Overview: Understanding the meaning of his 
name, Caleb represents those who exercise and 
are devoted to divine wisdom. Symbolizing the 
zealous and wise believer, Caleb desires to refute 
deception and is therefore blessed by Joshua for 
the task. He deserved to receive Hebron, the land 
where the remains of the fathers lie, because he 
understood the true nature of the marriage union 
(Origen).

14:13-14 Joshua Gives Hebron to Caleb

Caleb, Son of Jephunneh. Origen: And so, 
let us see who it is who first receives the inherit-
ance from Jesus [ Joshua]:  “Caleb,” it says,  “the son 
of Jephunneh.” For he requests first with certain 
fixed reasons and words that are described, words 
that are also able to instruct us for salvation.

First of all, Caleb is interpreted  “as a heart.” 
Who, therefore, is  “as a heart” if not the one who 
in all things has devoted effort to discernment, 
who is not said to be just any member of the body 
of the church but that one that is the more admi-
rable in us, the heart? That is, he is the one who 
bears all things with reason and prudence and so 

arranges all things as if being none other than the 
heart.

But also Jephunneh, his father, is interpreted  
“conversion.” Therefore, this Caleb is the son of 
conversion. Why, unless he were converted to 
God, could Jephunneh produce from himself 
such fruit that he begat a heart as a son? Thus 
Caleb is everyone who is devoted to divine under-
standings and who conducts all things wisely and 
reasonably. Homilies on Joshua 18.2.1

Ardor for Truth. Origen: Thus, therefore, 
even now this very wise Caleb stands before Jesus 
[ Joshua] and promises to be mighty for war and 
ready for battle. On that account he earnestly 
demands to be granted the faculty of disputation 
that he may contend with the dialecticians2 of the 
age who hold deceits for truth, to refute them and 
to subdue and to overthrow all the things that 
they have established with their false assertions. 
Moreover, finally, seeing his ardor,  “Jesus 
[ Joshua] blesses him,” it says; doubtless because 

1FC 105:163-64.    2Those who attempt to determine what is true 
through the exchange of logical arguments.   

3NPNF 2 10:76*.  
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he demands and dares such things. But you too, if 
you are willing to give attention to studies and 
wisely to contemplate the law of God and to be 
made a  “heart” in the law of God, you can over-
throw these great and fortified towns, that is, the 
assertions of falsehood. Then you also may 
deserve to be blessed by Jesus and to receive 
Hebron from him. Homilies on Joshua 18.3.3

Caleb’s Inheritance. Origen: But Hebron 
means  “union” or  “marriage.” Perhaps this can be 
expressed by Hebron because the double cave4 
purchased by the patriarch Abraham is there, and 
the remains of the fathers and their wives lie 
there: Abraham with Sarah, Isaac with Rebecca, 
and Jacob with Leah. Thus Caleb deserved to 
receive the remains of the fathers for an inherit-
ance, because no doubt through the wisdom that 

was in him and by which he flourished both 
under Moses and under Jesus [ Joshua], he had 
understood the nature of the union itself. He had 
perceived the reason why only Sarah lay there 
with Abraham and that neither Hagar nor 
Keturah deserved to be joined with him; or the 
reason why only Leah seems to lie with Jacob, and 
that neither Rachel, who had been loved more, 
nor any of the concubines was united with him in 
the tomb. Therefore, prudent and wise Caleb 
takes the inheritance with the monuments of the 
fathers. Jesus [ Joshua] granted to him Hebron, a 
mother city of the Anakim nation, and it becomes  
“a share” for him  “up to the present day.” Homi-
lies on Joshua 18.3.5

1 5 : 1 - 1 2  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E  O F  J U D A H

1The lot for the tribe of the people of Judah according to their families reached southward to the
boundary of Edom, to the wilderness of Zin at the farthest south. 2And their south boundary ran
from the end of the Salt Sea, from the bay that faces southward; 3it goes out southward of the ascent
of Akrabbim, passes along to Zin, and goes up south of Kadesh-barnea, along by Hezron, up to
Addar, turns about to Karka, 4passes along to Azmon, goes out by the Brook of Egypt, and comes
to its end at the sea. This shall be your south boundary. 5And the east boundary is the Salt Sea, to
the mouth of the Jordan. And the boundary on the north side runs from the bay of the sea at the
mouth of the Jordan; 6and the boundary goes up to Beth-hoglah, and passes along north of Beth-
arabah; and the boundary goes up to the stone of Bohan the son of Reuben; 7and the boundary goes
up to Debir from the Valley of Achor, and so northward, turning toward Gilgal, which is opposite
the ascent of Adummim, which is on the south side of the valley; and the boundary passes along to
the waters of En-shemesh, and ends at En-rogel; 8then the boundary goes up by the valley of the son
of Hinnom at the southern shoulder of the Jebusite (that is, Jerusalem); and the boundary goes up
to the top of the mountain that lies over against the valley of Hinnom, on the west, at the northern
end of the valley of Rephaim; 9then the boundary extends from the top of the mountain to the

3FC 105:166.   4Gen 23:9, 19. Machpelah is translated  “the double 
cave” in the LXX.   5FC 105:166-67.
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spring of the Waters of Nephtoah, and from there to the cities of Mount Ephron; then the bound-
ary bends round to Baalah (that is, Kiriath-jearim); 10and the boundary circles west of Baalah to
Mount Seir, passes along to the northern shoulder of Mount Jearim (that is, Chesalon), and goes
down to Beth-shemesh, and passes along by Timnah; 11the boundary goes out to the shoulder of the
hill north of Ekron, then the boundary bends round to Shikkeron, and passes along to Mount
Baalah, and goes out to Jabneel; then the boundary comes to an end at the sea. 12And the west
boundary was the Great Sea with its coastline. This is the boundary round about the people of
Judah according to their families.

Overview: The division of the promised land is 
understood typologically. Judah’s inheritance, 
which is past Edom and the wilderness of Zin, 
may be reached after dealing with earthly things 
and passing through the desert of temptations. 
On this path to heavenly reward, the hills of 
Akrabbim must be ascended, signifying the tread-
ing down of scorpions. Kadesh, or sanctification, 
borders the region. The waves of the salt sea, or 
the hazards of life, must be first surmounted in 
order to reach the fountain of the sun, or the liv-
ing water (Origen).

15:1 Judah’s Lot

Earthly Things. Origen: “The boundaries of 
Judah,” it says,  “were made according to their 
people from the borders of Edom and from the 
wilderness of Zin to the west.” Therefore, the 
borders of Judah are next to the borders of Edom. 
But Edom, as we have already often said, means  
“earthly things.” Therefore, the regions of Judah 
come just after earthly things. But it also says,  
“from the wilderness of Zin.” Zin means  “temp-
tations.” Therefore, the regions of the inheritance 
of Judah come after temptations. Homilies on 
Joshua 19.2.1

Desert of Temptations. Origen: More-
over,  “from the boundaries of Edom” is the wil-
derness of Zin. We said a little before that the 
wilderness of Zin signified  “temptations,” and 
therefore it was necessary for us to pass through 
the desert of temptations to attain to the inherit-

ance of the sons of Judah. Homilies on Joshua 
19.3.2

15:2-4 The South Boundary

Tread Down Scorpions. Origen: But also 
we must go up the ascent of the hills of Akrab-
bim, which means  “scorpions.” Thus it is neces-
sary for us to pass over and even tread down 
scorpions, about which the Savior says,  “Behold, 
I have given you the authority to tread over ser-
pents and scorpions.”3 Whoever therefore wishes 
and longs to enter into the inheritance of the 
tribe of Judah must go up these ascents and tread 
down and escape from scorpions that stand in the 
way. For this reason, I think that the Lord said to 
the prophet Ezekiel making this journey,  “Son of 
man, you dwell in the midst of scorpions.”4 Hom-
ilies on Joshua 19.3.5

Toward Sanctification. Origen: “And the 
borders,” it says,  “are all the way to Kadesh.” 
Kadesh means  “holy” or  “sanctification.” There-
fore, the borders of Judah reach all the way to 
sanctification. Homilies on Joshua 19.3.6

15:5-10 The East and North Boundaries

Entering Judah’s Portion. Origen: Every-
one, therefore, who wants to enter into the por-
tion of the children of Judah must first pass 

1FC 105:169.   2FC 105:169.   3Lk 10:19.   4Ezek 2:6.   5FC 105:170.   
6FC 105:170. 
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through the Salt Sea. That is to say, he must sur-
mount the waves and billows of this life and 
escape from all things in this world that, by virtue 
of their own uncertainty and hazardousness, are 
compared with the waves of the sea. Then he may 
be able to reach the land of Judah and to approach 
the fountain of the sun.7 But what is the fountain 
of the sun, or of which sun? Of that sun, of 
course, about which it is written,  “But for the 
ones fearing my name, the sun of righteousness 
will arise.”8 Therefore you will find the fountain 

of this sun in the land of Judah, if you move away 
from the Salt Sea. Which fountain? That one of 
which Jesus said,  “The water that I give will 
become a fountain of water leaping up into eter-
nal life within the person who drinks from it.”9 
Therefore, when you have found the kind of 
fountain of this sun that we have described, you 
will also find its city. Homilies on Joshua 19.4.10

1 5 : 1 3 - 1 9  C A L E B  P O S S E S S E S  H I S  L A N D

13According to the commandment of the Lord to Joshua, he gave to Caleb the son of Jephunneh
a portion among the people of Judah, Kiriath-arba, that is, Hebron (Arba was the father of Anak).
14And Caleb drove out from there the three sons of Anak, Sheshai and Ahiman and Talmai, the
descendants of Anak. 15And he went up from there against the inhabitants of Debir; now the name
of Debir formerly was Kiriath-sepher. 16And Caleb said, “Whoever smites Kiriath-sepher, and
takes it, to him will I give Achsah my daughter as wife.” 17And Othni-el the son of Kenaz, the
brother of Caleb, took it; and he gave him Achsah his daughter as wife. 18When she came to him,
she urged him to ask her father for a field; and she alighted from her ass, and Caleb said to her,
“What do you wish?” 19She said to him, “Give me a present; since you have set me in the land of
the Negeb, give me also springs of water.” And Caleb gave her the upper springs and the lower
springs.

Overview: Understood typologically, Caleb’s 
possession of his inheritance represents the de-
struction of vain humility and the eradication of 
the unholy, unwise and unstable. Othniel’s con-
quering of the City of Letters represents the re-
ceipt of divine revelation (Origen).

15:13-14 Caleb Drives Out the Sons of Anak

The Capital City. Origen: First, therefore, 
let us investigate why Caleb received the capital 

city, the capital of Anak, the one first called a cap-
ital among all the rest in the land of promise. 
Anak means  “vain humility” or  “vain reply.” 
Therefore, Caleb received the capital of  “vain 
humility.” It is certain that there are two humili-
ties. One is laudable, about which the Savior said,  
“Learn from me because I am meek and humble 
in heart; and you will find rest for your souls.”1 
And about this humility it is said,  “Everyone who 

7Following the LXX translation of En-shemesh.   8Mal 4:2 (3:20 LXX).   
9Jn 4:14.   10FC 105:170-71*.

1Mt 11:29.
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humbles himself will be exalted,”2 and else-
where,  “Therefore, be humbled under the 
almighty hand of God.”3 But there is also another 
humility, guilty of sins, just as that which Scrip-
ture speaks of concerning illicit sexual union:  
“He humbled her.”4 This is written concerning 
Ammon, that he  “humbled” Tamar his sister. For 
it is vain humility that sinks down on account of 
sin. Therefore, Caleb seized or destroyed the cap-
ital city of vain humility and destroyed the three 
sons of Anak, who were sons of vain humility, 
and, after he had destroyed them, he occupied the 
city and did the things that are written later.
Homilies on Joshua 20.5.5

Sons of Vain Humility. Origen: But who 
are those sons of vain humility whom Caleb 
drove out? First Sheshai, which is interpreted  
“outside me,” that is,  “outside the holy,” because 
the son of vain humility is outside the holy, and 
indeed outside God. And another is Ahiman, 
which means  “my brother outside counsel” just 
as if we said,  “brother without counsel.” For it is 
certain all brothers who are born from vain 
humility are outside counsel. Third is Talmai, 
which means  “precipice” or  “suspension.” This 
indicates that there is nothing stable in him, but 

all things are unsettled and rushing headlong into 
great danger. Homilies on Joshua 20.5.6

15:16-17 Achsah Is Promised to the Victor

The Reply of God. Origen: But now Caleb 
went up against that City of Letters7 and said,  “I 
shall give Achsah my daughter for a wife to who-
ever demolishes the City of Letters and gains pos-
session of it. And Othniel the son of Kenaz 
seized it.” Moreover, Othniel, who received the 
City of Letters, is interpreted  “the reply of God.” 
But  “the reply of God” can be said  “he to whom 
God replies,” that is, he to whom God reveals 
secrets and discloses hidden things. That one, 
therefore, is the younger brother of Caleb, the 
one who is able to take the City of Letters of the 
old covenant, and to demolish the  “killing letter.”8

Homilies on Joshua 20.6.9

15:18-19 Achsah Requests Springs of
Water10

1 5 : 2 0 - 6 3  T H E  B O U N D A R I E S  O F  J U D A H

63But the Jebusites, the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the people of Judah could not drive out; so the
Jebusites dwell with the people of Judah at Jerusalem to this day.

Overview: The commingling of the Jebusites 
with the Judahites represents the mixture of the 
ungodly and the holy within the church. In our 
zeal to remain firm in our faith in Christ, we 
must diligently rid ourselves of evil thoughts 
(Origen).

15:63 The Jebusites Dwell with the People of 
Judah

Weeds and Wheat. Origen: But let us under-
stand these verses spiritually, claiming the parable 
of the Gospel, which says concerning the weeds,  

2Lk 14:11.   31 Pet 5:6.   42 Sam 13:14.   5FC 105:180.   6FC 105:180-81.   
7Following the LXX translation of Kiriath-sepher.   82 Cor 3:6.   9FC 
105:182*.   10See comment for Judg 1:15.
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“Let them grow up together, lest perhaps when 
you wish to pluck up the weeds, you also pluck up 
the wheat with them.”1 Therefore, as the weeds 
are permitted in the Gospel to grow up together 
with the wheat, in the same manner even here in 
Jerusalem—that is, in the church—there are cer-
tain Jebusites who lead an ignoble and degenerate 
life, and who are perverse not only in their faith 
but in their actions and in every manner of living. 
For while the church is on earth, it is not possible 
to cleanse it to such purity that neither an 
ungodly person nor any sinner seems to reside in 
it, where everyone is holy and blessed and no blot 
of sin is found in them. But just as it is said con-
cerning the weeds,  “lest perhaps plucking up the 
weeds, at the same time you may also pluck up 
the wheat with them,” so it can also be said of 
those in whom there are either doubtful or secret 
sins. For we are not saying that those who are 
clearly and plainly sinful should not be expelled 
from the church. Homilies on Joshua 21.1.2

Fixed and Firm. Origen: Concerning Jerusa-
lem, we have frequently said that it means  “a 
vision of peace.” If, therefore, Jerusalem has been 

built in our heart—that is, if the vision of peace 
has been established in our heart and we always 
contemplate and retain in our heart Christ, who 
is  “our peace”3—if indeed we are so fixed and 
firm in this vision of peace that absolutely no evil 
thought or consideration of some sin ever rises up 
into our heart, if this could be so done, we would 
be able to say that we are in Jerusalem and no one 
else dwells with us except those who are holy. But 
now, even though we make great progress and 
improve ourselves with the utmost zeal, never-
theless I do not think anyone turns out to be so 
pure of heart that he is never defiled by the con-
tamination of a contrary thought. Therefore, it is 
still certain that Jebusites dwell with the sons of 
Judah in Jerusalem. Yet we do not say these things 
so that we may neglect to cast them out as far as 
it may be done. On the contrary, we must be 
amply concerned and must attempt daily to cast 
them from Jerusalem; but, just as it is written, we 
cannot cast all out at the same time. Homilies 
on Joshua 21.2.4

1 6 : 1 — 1 7 : 1 3  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E  O F  

E P H R A I M  A N D  M A N A S S E H

10However they did not drive out the Canaanites that dwelt in Gezer: so the Canaanites have
dwelt in the midst of Ephraim to this day but have become slaves to do forced labor. . . .

5Thus there fell to Manasseh ten portions, besides the land of Gilead and Bashan,
which is on the other side of the Jordan; 6because the daughters of Manasseh received an

inheritance along with his sons. The land of Gilead was allotted to the rest of the Manassites. . . .
12Yet the sons of Manasseh could not take possession of those cities; but the Canaanites persisted

in dwelling in that land. 13But when the people of Israel grew strong, they put the Canaanites to
forced labor, and did not utterly drive them out.

1Mt 13:29-30.   2FC 105:184-85*.   3Eph 2:14.   4FC 105:187.
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Overview: Canaanites in the land represent im-
purities of the soul (Procopius). The exile from 
Egypt to the promised land prefigures the forty-
two generations from Abraham to Christ (Ori-
gen). Noah’s curse on Ham’s son Canaan is ful-
filled when the Israelites inhabit the promised 
land (Ephrem).

16:10 Canaanites in the Land

The Canaanites Still with Us. Procopius 
of Gaza: “And the Canaanites have lived in the 
midst of Ephraim to this very day.” But Ephraim 
is interpreted as  “fruitful.” Therefore, although it 
is fruitful, it is not able to eject the Canaanite 
(who is of a different and cursed seed) from its 
territory until this day. But we can also say this 
concerning the church. Taken another way, there 
is no soul who is able to remain pure in this 
present life seeking peace alone without sinning 
until he sees Christ, the peace of God and the one 
who [dwells] throughout all those who bear fruit. 
For no one is clean from sordidness, from strange 
or alien thinking [on his own]. And so, just as the 
Jebusites and Canaanites are always found in 
Jerusalem, it is also necessary to suffer for the 
casting out of these, but only those who call upon 
God are able to do so. Commentary on Joshua 
16:10.1

17:6 The Land of Gilead

Forty-Two Stages to the Fulfillment of 
the Promise. Origen: If one examines as care-
fully as possible, he will find in the Scriptures 
that there are forty-two stages in the departure of 
the children of Israel from Egypt; and, further, 
the coming of our Lord and Savior into this world 
is traced through forty-two generations. This is 
what Matthew the Evangelist points out when he 

says,  “from Abraham to David the king, fourteen 
generations. And from David to the Babylonian 
exile, fourteen generations. And from the Babylo-
nian exile to Christ, fourteen generations.”2 
Therefore, in descending to the Egypt of this 
world Christ passed those forty-two generations 
as stages; and those who ascend from Egypt pass 
by the same number, forty-two stages. . . . There-
fore, the children of Israel by forty-two stages 
attained the beginning of taking their inherit-
ance. And the beginning of taking their inherit-
ance was when Reuben, Gad and the half tribe of 
Manasseh received the land of Gilead. And so the 
number is fixed for Christ’s descent, when he 
came down to us through forty-two ancestors 
according to the flesh as through forty-two 
stages. And the ascent of the children of Israel to 
the beginning of the promised inheritance was 
through the same number of stages. Homilies 
on Numbers 27.3.3

17:13 The Canaanites Put to Forced Labor

Canaan Enslaved. Ephrem the Syrian: 
After Ham had been cursed through his one son, 
[Noah] blessed Shem and Japheth and said,  “May 
God increase Japheth and may he dwell in the 
tent of Shem, and let Canaan be their slave.”4 
Japheth increased and became powerful in his 
inheritance in the north and in the west. And 
God dwelt in the tent of Abraham, the descen-
dent of Shem, and Canaan became their slave 
when in the days of Joshua son of Nun, the Israel-
ites destroyed the dwelling-places of [Canaan] 
and pressed their leaders into bondage. On Gen-
esis 7.4.5

1PG 87.1:1033.    2Mt 1:17.    3OSW 249-50*.    4Gen 9:27.   
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1 7 : 1 4 - 1 8  T H E  T R I B E  O F  J O S E P H  C O M P L A I N S

14And the tribe of Joseph spoke to Joshua, saying, “Why have you given me but one lot and one
portion as an inheritance, although I am a numerous people, since hitherto the Lord has blessed
me?” 15And Joshua said to them, “If you are a numerous people, go up to the forest, and there clear
ground for yourselves in the land of the Perizzites and the Rephaim, since the hill country of
Ephraim is too narrow for you.” 16The tribe of Joseph said, “The hill country is not enough for us;
yet all the Canaanites who dwell in the plain have chariots of iron, both those in Beth-shean and
its villages and those in the Valley of Jezreel.” 17Then Joshua said to the house of Joseph, to
Ephraim and Manasseh, “You are a numerous people, and have great power; you shall not have
one lot only, 18but the hill country shall be yours, for though it is a forest, you shall clear it and pos-
sess it to its farthest borders; for you shall drive out the Canaanites, though they have chariots of
iron, and though they are strong.”

Overview: Joshua’s command to drive out the 
Perizzites illustrates the need to expel the fruit of 
sin and unrighteousness. The purging of the 
Rephaites symbolizes the purification of our 
souls of the filth produced by weak and unsound 
thoughts. Exterminating the Canaanites prefig-
ures the pursuit of perfection achieved through 
crucifying the flesh. Clearing the woodland sym-
bolizes the removal of those things that hinder 
our fruitfulness for the gospel (Origen).

17:14-15 Joseph’s Tribe Needs More Land

The Fruit of Sin. Origen: Thus if we too are 
a numerous people and the Lord blesses us, we 
hear from Jesus,  “You are a numerous people; go 
up into the forest, and clear and prepare a place 
for yourself in the land. Purge the Perizzites and 
Rephaites.” Therefore, we must cast out the Per-
izzites. Moreover, we find the Perizzites to mean  
“fructification.” But just as we have already often 
said concerning other names, the meaning in this 
one is also twofold, for there is a good fructifica-
tion and a bad one, as it is pointed out in the Gos-
pels,  “A good tree produces good fruit, and a bad 
tree produces bad fruit.”1 Therefore, it is fitting 
for us to expel everything that does not bear fruit 

properly and to cut away the fruit of sin and to 
purge the fruit of unrighteousness. Homilies on 
Joshua 22.4.2

Purging Impurity. Origen: It also says drive 
away, or rather,  “purge the Rephaites from you.” 
We find Rephaites to be interpreted  “slack moth-
ers.” According to that which is said in a mystery 
concerning the soul as though concerning a 
woman, there is a certain power in our soul that 
brings forth perceptions and is, so to speak, the 
mother of those perceptions or understandings 
that proceed from us;  “and she will be saved 
through the begetting of children, if they have 
persevered in the faith and in truth.”3 Therefore, 
those mothers, that is, that power of the soul, 
begets sound and powerful perceptions among 
those in whom it is strong, sound and robust. 
These cannot be overcome by someone contra-
dicting them. In others, that power indicated by 
perceptions is indeed slack and languid when cer-
tain weak and absurd points possessing no 
strength are put forth. Therefore, this is indicated 
under the name Rephaites, so that we may purge 
ourselves of these languid mothers, who bear 
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weak and useless thoughts. And this name ade-
quately preserves the peculiar nature of the spiri-
tual understanding, for it did not say that the 
Rephaites must be destroyed but purged. For we 
are not enjoined to demolish and to destroy the 
natural impulses of the soul, but to purge, that is, 
to purify and to drive away the filth and unclean-
ness that reached them from our negligence. 
Then the natural vigor of its own innate strength 
may shine forth. Homilies on Joshua 22.4.4

17:16-18 You Shall Drive Out the 
Caananites

Attaining Perfection. Origen: For if at last 
we come to perfection, then the Canaanite is said 
to have been exterminated by us and handed over 
to death. But as to how this is accomplished in 
our flesh, hear the apostle saying,  “Mortify your 
members that are upon the earth: fornication, 
impurity,”5 and the other things that follow. And 
again it says,  “For those who belong to Christ 
have crucified their flesh with its vices and lusts.”6 
Thus, therefore, in the third stage, that is, when 
we come to perfection and mortify our members 

and carry around the death of Christ in our body, 
the Canaanite is said to be exterminated by us.
Homilies on Joshua 22.2.7

Clearing the Woodland. Origen: You see 
what is being said to us in the spiritual interpre-
tation, to clear the woodland that is in us and, 
cutting useless and unfruitful trees out of us, to 
make fallow lands there that we would always 
renew and from which we would reap fruit  “thir-
tyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.”8 Does 
not the word of the Gospel also proclaim the 
same things to us, saying,  “Behold the axe has 
already been placed at the root of the trees; there-
fore, every tree that does not bear fruit will be cut 
down and cast into the fire” 9? These are the 
things Jesus [ Joshua] the son of Nun commanded 
to our ancestors concerning cutting down 
unfruitful trees; these are the mandates the Lord 
Jesus describes in the Gospel. So how is it not 
true that a shadow has preceded and truth has 
followed after? Homilies on Joshua 22.5.10

1 8 : 1 - 1 0  T H E  S U R V E Y  O F  R E M A I N I N G  L A N D

1Then the whole congregation of the people of Israel assembled at Shiloh, and set up the tent of
meeting there; the land lay subdued before them.

Overview: The tabernacle, with the sea to its 
west, symbolizes the relationship between the 
saints and the reprobate (Bede).

18:1 The Tent of Meeting at Shiloh

The Tabernacle and the Sea. Bede: For 

surely the waves of the deep, brackish and turbu-
lent sea can signify both the sins among which 
the reprobate are lost in this life when they 
delight in evil and also the pit of the future perdi-
tion, when at the last judgment they will be sent 
with the devil into eternal fire.

We should not forget that when the tabernacle 
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was built on Mount Sinai it had the Red Sea to 
its west, and when it was brought into the land of 
promise and set up at Shiloh by Joshua it had the 
Great Sea in the same direction. Mystically, 
therefore, we can understand by this that the 
saints who serve the Lord in this life and make a 
tabernacle for him in their hearts despise the 
proud boasting of the impious, confidently mind-
ful that it is soon to pass away: when they are 

established with the Lord in the future home-
land, they shall look at the perpetual punishment 
of the impious without any interruption of their 
own felicity. Consequently, the elders give thanks 
to the Lord because they also contemplate the evil 
things from which he has delivered them. On 
the Tabernacle 2.6.66.1

1 8 : 1 1 - 2 8  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E  O F  B E N J A M I N

21Now the cities of the tribe of Benjamin according to their families were Jericho, Beth-hoglah,
Emek-keziz, 22Beth-arabah, Zemaraim, Bethel, 23Avvim, Parah, Ophrah, 24Chepharammoni,
Ophni, Geba—twelve cities with their villages. 25Gibeon, Ramah, Be-eroth, 26Mizpeh, Chep-
hirah, Mozah, 27Rekem, Irpeel, Taralah, 28Zela, Ha-eleph, Jebusm (that is, Jerusalem), Gibe-ahn

and Kiriath-jearimo—fourteen cities with their villages. This is the inheritance of the tribe of
Benjamin according to its families.

m Gk Syr Vg: Heb the Jebusite n Heb Gibeath o  Gk: Heb Kiriath

Overview: The building of Jerusalem upon the 
former city of Jebus serves as a metaphor for con-
version (Augustine, Origen). Likewise, the cit-
ies of Babylon and Jerusalem depict the age-old 
intermingling of confusion and the vision of peace 
to be severed at the end of the world (Augus-
tine). Apostasy is deemed worse than Jerusalem’s 
treatment of Jesus. A model of the future inherit-
ance in heaven is perceived in the bequeathing of 
Jerusalem to Benjamin (Origen).

18:28 Jebus, That Is, Jerusalem

A City Rebuilt. Augustine: But when Jerusa-
lem was being built, it was not built in a place 
where there was not a city, but there was a city at 
first which was called Jebus, whence the 

Jebusites. This having been captured, overcome, 
made subject, there was built a new city, as 
though the old were thrown down; and it was 
called Jerusalem, vision of peace, City of God. 
Each one therefore that is born of Adam does not 
yet belong to Jerusalem: for he bears with him the 
offshoot of iniquity, and the punishment of sin, 
having been consigned to death, and he belongs 
in a manner to a sort of old city. But if he is to be 
in the people of God, his old self will be thrown 
down, and he will be built up new. Explana-
tions of the Psalms 62.4.1

The Vision of Peace. Augustine: And see 
the names of those two cities, Babylon and Jeru-

1NPNF 1 8:252-53*.
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salem. Babylon is interpreted confusion, Jerusa-
lem vision of peace. Observe now the city of 
confusion, in order that you may perceive the 
vision of peace; that you may endure the one and 
long for the other. By what can those two cities 
be distinguished? Can we in any way now sepa-
rate them from each other? They are mingled, and 
from the very beginning of humankind mingled 
they run on until the end of the world. Jerusalem 
began through Abel, Babylon through Cain: for 
the buildings of the cities were erected after-
wards. That Jerusalem in the land of the Jebusites 
was built: for at first it used to be called Jebus, 
from which the nation of the Jebusites was 
expelled, when the people of God was delivered 
from Egypt and led into the land of promise. But 
Babylon was built in the most interior regions of 
Persia, which for a long time raised its head above 
the rest of nations. These two cities then at par-
ticular times were built, so that there might be 
shown a figure of two cities begun of old, and to 
remain even until the end in this world, but at the 
end to be severed. Explanations of the 
Psalms 65.2.2

Jebus to Jerusalem. Origen: I pass from the 
letter—since even it has taken a way which the 
Word has given—to each soul already made wor-
thy to see peace. For after divine studies, you have 
become Jerusalem, the prior place being Jebus. 
History says that the name of that place had been 
Jebus, but afterwards the name changed and 
became Jerusalem. The children of the Hebrews 
say that Jebus is interpreted as  “what has been 
trampled.” Jebus then is the soul which is tram-
pled by hostile powers, has been changed and has 
become Jerusalem, vision of peace. If then you 
have sinned, when you have changed from Jebus 

to become Jerusalem, and you have trampled 
upon the Son of God and held as profane the 
blood of the new covenant3 as she had, and you 
have ended up in grievous sins, it will also be said 
concerning you, who will spare you, Jerusalem? 
And who will feel sorry for you if you become 
someone who betrays Jesus? When each of us 
sins, and especially if he sins grievously, he sins 
against Jesus. But if he is also an apostate, he does 
spiritually even more to Jesus the things that 
Jerusalem did to him bodily. Homilies on Jere-
miah 13.2.4

A Model of the Future. Origen: Therefore 
we must believe that also here, in imitation of 
these things, Scripture relates that lots are drawn 
by Jesus [ Joshua], and the inheritance for each of 
the tribes is determined by divine dispensation; 
and that in this casting of lots, through the ineffa-
ble providence and foreknowledge of God, a 
model of the future inheritance in heaven is dimly 
sketched. Since indeed,  “the law is said to hold a 
shadow of good things to come,”5 and there is 
some city in heaven that is called Jerusalem and 
Mount Zion—just as the apostle says concerning 
those who would come to the Lord Jesus Christ,  
“You have drawn near to Mount Zion and are 
come to the city of the living God, heavenly Jeru-
salem”6—certainly it is not without a reason that 
Benjamin receives Jerusalem and Mount Zion in 
his lot. Doubtless, it is because the nature of that 
heavenly Jerusalem established it that the earthly 
Jerusalem, which preserved a figure and form of 
the heavenly one, ought to be given to none other 
than Benjamin. Homilies on Joshua 23.4.7
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[ 1 9 : 1 - 3 9  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E S  O F  S I M E O N ,  Z E B U L U N ,  

I S S A C H A R ,  A S H E R  A N D  N A P H T A L I ]

 1 9 : 4 0 - 5 1  T H E  I N H E R I T A N C E  O F  D A N

49When they had finished distributing the several territories of the land as inheritances, the
people of Israel gave an inheritance among them to Joshua the son of Nun. 50By command of the
Lord they gave him the city which he asked, Timnath-serah in the hill country of Ephraim; and he
rebuilt the city, and settled in it.

Overview: Joshua’s inheritance of land in 
Ephraim represents the Lord’s inhabiting the 
souls of those who produce the fruit of the Spirit 
(Origen).

19:49-50 Joshua Receives an Inheritance

Fruit of the Spirit. Origen: And indeed we 
said above that even our Lord Jesus Christ asks 
us for a place he may build and in which he may 
live and that we ought to become so clean of 
heart, and so sincere of mind, so holy in body and 
spirit, that he may both deign to accept this place 
in our soul and to build it and dwell in it. And 
who do you think among all the people are so 
acceptable to God that they are worthy to be cho-
sen for this? Or perhaps no individuals can be 
capable of this, but can the whole people and all 
the church together barely be capable of receiving 
the Lord Jesus in themselves so that he may dwell 
in them?

Let us see, therefore, what is this place in 
which Jesus is bound to dwell.  “In Mount 
Ephraim,” it says, that is, in the fruit-bearing 
mountain. Who do you think among us are 
fruit-bearing mountains, in whom Jesus may 
dwell? Surely those in whom exist  “the fruit of 
the Spirit: joy, peace, patience, love,”1 and the 
rest. Those, therefore, are the fruit-bearing 
mountains who produce the fruit of the Spirit 
and who are always lofty in mind and expecta-
tion. And although few are able to be like this, 
nevertheless, even if they are few, the Lord 
Jesus, who is the  “true light”2 dwelling in them, 
will send forth the beams of his light also upon 
all the rest, those whom he has not yet, in this 
first round, judged worthy of his habitation. 
Homilies on Joshua 26.1.3
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2 0 : 1 - 9  C I T I E S  O F  R E F U G E

1Then the Lord said to Joshua, 2“Say to the people of Israel, ‘Appoint the cities of refuge, of
which I spoke to you through Moses, 3that the manslayer who kills any person without intent or
unwittingly may flee there; they shall be for you a refuge from the avenger of blood. . . .  6And he
shall remain in that city until he has stood before the congregation for judgment, until the death of
him who is high priest at the time: then the slayer may go again to his own town and his own
home, to the town from which he fled.’ ”

Overview: The difficulty of a literal interpreta-
tion prompts the spiritual understanding of Jesus 
as the high priest in a city of refuge (Ambrose, 
Jerome). Scripture’s prescription for cities of ref-
uge demonstrate that accidental slayings are sins 
that may be redeemed by the Savior’s blood ( Jer-
ome).

20:6 Until the Death of the High Priest

A Spiritual Meaning Proposed. Ambrose: 
There remains . . . what Scripture says concern-
ing the death of the chief priest,  “that the homi-
cide shall be in the city of refuge even to that 
time, until the high priest dies.” In this passage 
the literal interpretation causes difficulty. First, 
the period of flight is limited by chance rather 
than by any consideration of fairness; further, in 
like cases the result is unlike. For it could happen 
that the high priest might die on the day after the 
homicide took refuge. However, what is the 
meaning beneath the uncertainty? And so, 
because the letter causes difficulty, let us search 
for spiritual meanings.1 Who is that high priest 
but the Son of God, the Word of God? We enjoy 
his advocacy in our behalf before the Father,2 for 
he is free from every offense, both willed and 
unintentional, and in him subsist all things which 
are on earth and which are in heaven. For all 
things have been bound by the bond of the Word 
and are held together by his power and subsist in 
him, because in him they have been created and 

in him all God’s fullness dwells. And so all things 
endure, because he does not allow what things he 
has bound to be loosened, since they subsist in 
his will. Indeed, so long as he wills, he keeps all 
things in check by his command and rules them 
and binds them by a harmony of nature.3 There-
fore the Word of God lives, and he lives most of 
all in the souls of the holy, and the fullness of the 
Godhead never dies. For God’s everlasting divin-
ity and eternal power never die. To be sure, he 
dies to us if he is separated from our soul, not 
that our spirit is destroyed by death, but that it is 
loosened and stripped from union with him. Yes, 
true death is the separation of the Word from the 
soul. Thereupon, the soul begins at once to be 
open to sins of volition. Flight from the 
World 2.13.4

Redeemed by the Blood. Jerome: For the 
very words of Scripture indicate that even igno-
rance is a sin. [Thus], also, Job offers burnt offer-
ings for his sons, [in the event] they may have 
sinned unwittingly in thought.5 And, if a man is 
killed by the iron of an axe that flies off the handle 
when a man is hewing wood, the wood hewer is 
ordered to flee to a city of refuge6 and remain in 
that place until the death of the high priest, that is 
to say, until he is redeemed by the blood of the Sav-
ior, either in the house of baptism or by repen-
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tance, which supplies the efficacy of the grace of 
baptism through the ineffable mercy of the Savior 
who does not wish anybody to perish. Nor does he 
find his delight in the death of sinners, but rather 

that they be converted from their way and live. 
Defense Against the Pelagians 1.33.7

2 1 : 1 - 8  T H E  L E V I T E S  R E Q U E S T  C I T I E S

1Then the heads of the fathers’ houses of the Levites came to Eleazar the priest and to Joshua the
son of Nun and to the heads of the fathers’ houses of the tribes of the people of Israel; 2and they said
to them at Shiloh in the land of Canaan, “The Lord commanded through Moses that we be given
cities to dwell in, along with their pasture lands for our cattle.” 3So by command of the Lord the
people of Israel gave to the Levites the following cities and pasture lands out of their inheritance.

4The lot came out for the families of the Kohathites. So those Levites who were descendants of
Aaron the priest received by lot from the tribes of Judah, Simeon, and Benjamin, thirteen cities.

5And the rest of the Kohathites received by lot from the families of the tribe of Ephraim, from
the tribe of Dan and the half-tribe of Manasseh, ten cities.

6The Gershonites received by lot from the families of the tribe of Issachar, from the tribe of
Asher, from the tribe of Naphtali, and from the half-tribe of Manasseh in Bashan, thirteen cities.

7The Merarites according to their families received from the tribe of Reuben, the tribe of Gad,
and the tribe of Zebulun, twelve cities.

8These cities and their pasture lands the people of Israel gave by lot to the Levites, as the Lord
had commanded through Moses.

Overview: In order that the distribution of 
towns for the Levites would not seem accidental, 
lots were drawn. This demonstrated reason and 
priority in order that will be preserved in the res-
urrection. The first lot rightly fell to the descen-
dents of Aaron, the first high priest (Origen).

21:1-8 The Levites Receive Cities by Lot

A Drawing of Lots. Origen: It was fitting 
that there be a drawing of lots even regarding the 
suburbs and cities so that perhaps the renowned 
division among the Levites might not seem per-
haps indiscriminate and accidental. Therefore, 

the distribution by lot that took place among the 
sons of Israel was characterized by reason, by 
which someone was considered worthy of the 
first lot, and someone else the second, as we have 
already previously examined to the extent we 
were able. This was true in regard to both those 
who receive through Moses beyond the Jordan 
and those who receive from Jesus [ Joshua] in the 
land of promise, where the first lot fell to 
Benjamin1 and afterwards to the rest, among 
whom Dan was the last.2 Even so it is necessary 
that there be some reason also in the order of 

1Josh 18:11.     2Josh 19:40.  
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priestly and levitical lots. Thus the first is drawn 
for someone, the second for someone else, and the 
third for another, through which these or those 
places are determined for each one. Homilies on 
Joshua 25.1.3

Resurrection Order. Origen: Who will 
explain the diverse sites of the encampments, 
how this distribution must be retained in the res-
urrection for each priestly or levitical order of the 
saints, so that, just as the apostle says, nothing is 
done haphazardly in the resurrection, but every-
one comes  “in his own order, Christ first, then 
those who belong to Christ who have believed in 
his coming, when he will hand the kingdom over 
to our God and Father, when he will subject to 
him every principality and power”?4

On that occasion, without doubt, there will be 
some such observances of encampments and 
priestly distributions and ranks and signals of 
trumpets. Homilies on Joshua 25.4.5

First Place. Origen: “First,” it says,  “the lot 
fell out for Kohath, and it came to pass for the 
sons of Aaron, the priests, who were among the 
Levites.” Whose lot was it suitable to be the first 
to fall out? To whom was it fitting to be given first 
place, if not to Aaron, the first high priest, first in 
life, in merits, first in honors and power? Is it 
resolved among you now at least that this casting 
of lots is not accidental but that a heavenly power 
is present, governing it according to the judgment 
of divine providence? Where, therefore, does this 
just lot determine the first dwelling places for the 
sons of Aaron?  “Thirteen cities by lot,” it says,  
“in the tribe of Judah, in the tribe of Simeon, and 
in the tribe of Benjamin.” You see how the dwell-
ing places are dispensed to select persons in select 
tribes. Homilies on Joshua 25.2.6

[ 2 1 : 9 - 2 6  T H E  C I T I E S  O F  T H E  L E V I T E S ]

[ 2 1 : 2 7 - 4 5  T H E  L O R D ’ S  P R O M I S E S  F U L F I L L E D ]

2 2 : 1 - 2 0  A N  A L T A R  B Y  T H E  J O R D A N

1Then Joshua summoned the Reubenites, and the Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, 2and
said to them, “You have kept all that Moses the servant of the Lord commanded you, and have
obeyed my voice in all that I have commanded you; 3you have not forsaken your brethren these many
days, down to this day, but have been careful to keep the charge of the Lord your God. 4And now
the Lord your God has given rest to your brethren, as he promised them; therefore turn and go to
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your home in the land where your possession lies, which Moses the servant of the Lord gave you on
the other side of the Jordan. 5Take good care to observe the commandment and the law which Moses
the servant of the Lord commanded you, to love the Lord your God, and to walk in all his ways,
and to keep his commandments, and to cleave to him, and to serve him with all your heart and with
all your soul.” 6So Joshua blessed them, and sent them away; and they went to their homes. . . .

10And when they came to the region about the Jordan, that lies in the land of Canaan, the
Reubenites and the Gadites and the half-tribe of Manasseh built there an altar by the Jordan, an
altar of great size. 11And the people of Israel heard say,  “Behold, the Reubenites and the Gadites
and the half-tribe of Manasseh have built an altar at the frontier of the land of Canaan, in the
region about the Jordan, on the side that belongs to the people of Israel.” 12And when the people of
Israel heard of it, the whole assembly of the people of Israel gathered at Shiloh, to make war
against them.

Overview: Joshua’s blessing and dismissal of the 
two and a half tribes indicates the mystery of the 
ingathering of the nations: those who aided and 
awaited the day receive their reward and rest. 
These people foreshadowed the faithful who lived 
before Christ’s coming yet who lacked the entire 
knowledge of the Trinity (Origen).

22:1-9 The Two and a Half Tribes Return 
Home

The Fullness of the Nations. Origen: 
After these things Jesus [ Joshua] assembles the 
sons of Reuben and the sons of Gad and the half-
tribe of Manasseh, who had served as soldiers 
with him to overcome the foes of the Israelites, 
and he dismisses them to go to their inheritance 
with certain gifts given to them, as it is written. 
Whereby this seems to indicate the mystery that  
“when the fullness of the nations will come in,”1 
they receive from the Lord Jesus what was prom-
ised to them, those who had been taught and 
instructed by Moses and who by prayers and 
entreaties brought aid to us who are placed in the 
contest. They have not yet  “attained the prom-
ises,”2 waiting so that our calling might also be 
fulfilled, as the apostle says.3 But now at last with 
the gifts they receive from Jesus they may attain 

the perfection that had been deferred for them so 
that each one may dwell in peace with every war 
and every battle ceasing. Homilies on Joshua 
26.2.4

22:10-12 An Altar Is Built

That Prior People. Origen: Do you still 
wish that I prove more clearly to you that all 
things among that prior people, whom Moses 
foreshadowed in the two and a half tribes, were 
neither complete nor perfect? Even the history 
written in this little book itself, Jesus [ Joshua], 
son of Nun, also declares it when it says that the 
true altar was in the land that Jesus [ Joshua] was 
distributing.5 But those who were across the Jor-
dan, that is, Reuben and Gad and half the tribe of 
Manasseh, made an altar for themselves, but it 
was not a true altar. It merely contained a type 
and sign of the true altar that was with Jesus 
[ Joshua]. Thus you have no cause to wonder 
whether or not those people had received the 
entire knowledge of the Trinity, since they had 
built neither an entire nor a true altar. Homilies 
on Joshua 3.2.6

1Rom 11:25.   2Heb 11:39.   32 Thess 1:11.   4FC 105:217-18.   5Josh 
8:30-31.   6FC 105:46. 
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2 2 : 2 1 - 3 4  T H E  A L T A R  O F  W I T N E S S

21Then the Reubenites, the Gadites, and the half-tribe of Manasseh said in answer to the heads
of the families of Israel, 22“The Mighty One, God, the Lord! The Mighty One, God, the Lord!
He knows; and let Israel itself know! If it was in rebellion or in breach of faith toward the Lord,
spare us not today 23for building an altar to turn away from following the Lord; or if we did so to
offer burnt offerings or cereal offerings or peace offerings on it, may the Lord himself take ven-
geance. 24Nay, but we did it from fear that in time to come your children might say to our children,
‘What have you to do with the Lord, the God of Israel? 25For the Lord has made the Jordan a
boundary between us and you, you Reubenites and Gadites; you have no portion in the Lord.’ So
your children might make our children cease to worship the Lord. 26Therefore we said, ‘Let us
now build an altar, not for burnt offering, nor for sacrifice, 27but to be a witness between us and
you, and between the generations after us, that we do perform the service of the Lord in his pres-
ence with our burnt offerings and sacrifices and peace offerings; lest your children say to our chil-
dren in time to come, “You have no portion in the Lord.” ’ 28And we thought, If this should be said
to us or to our descendants in time to come, we should say, ‘Behold the copy of the altar of the
Lord, which our fathers made, not for burnt offerings, nor for sacrifice, but to be a witness
between us and you.’ 29Far be it from us that we should rebel against the Lord, and turn away this
day from following the Lord by building an altar for burnt offering, cereal offering, or sacrifice,
other than the altar of the Lord our God that stands before his tabernacle!”

Overview: We may recognize those who were 
righteous before Christ’s coming as our brothers 
because they perceived that the altar of witness 
was merely a figure of the true altar that existed 
where Jesus was (Origen).

22:21-29 The Altar’s Presence Explained

The True Altar. Origen: But let us see what 
sacrament lies within this deed. The former peo-
ple of the circumcision are represented in 
Reuben,1 who was the firstborn; but also in Gad, 
who also is the firstborn out of Zilpah;2 and 
Manasseh, no less a firstborn.3 But insofar as I 
say  “firstborn,” I speak chronologically. There-
fore, these things are said not that it might be evi-
dent some division and separation is between us 
and those who were righteous before the coming 
of Christ, but that they might reveal themselves 

to still be our brothers even if they existed before 
the coming of Christ. For although they pos-
sessed an altar then before the coming of the Sav-
ior, nevertheless, they knew and perceived that it 
was not that true altar but that it was a form and 
figure of what would be the true altar.4 Those 
persons knew this because the true victims and 
those who were able to take away sins were not 
offered on that altar that the firstborn people pos-
sessed but on this one where Jesus was. Here the 
heavenly victims, here the true sacrifices are con-
sumed. Therefore, they are made  “one flock and 
one shepherd,”5 those former righteous ones and 
those who are now Christians. Homilies on 
Joshua 26.3.6

1Gen 29:32.   2Gen 30:10.   3Gen 41:51.   4Heb 10:11-12.   5Jn 10:16.   
6FC 105:218-19*.
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2 3 : 1 - 1 6  J O S H U A  U R G E S  C O V E N A N T  O B E D I E N C E

2Joshua summoned all Israel, their elders and heads, their judges and officers, and said to them,
“I am now old and well advanced in years; . . . 4Behold, I have allotted to you as an inheritance for
your tribes those nations that remain, along with all the nations that I have already cut off, from
the Jordan to the Great Sea in the west. 5The Lord your God will push them back before you, and
drive them out of your sight; and you shall possess their land, as the Lord your God promised you.
6Therefore be very steadfast to keep and do all that is written in the book of the law of Moses,
turning aside from it neither to the right hand nor to the left, 7that you may not be mixed with
these nations left here among you, or make mention of the names of their gods, or swear by them,
or serve them, or bow down yourselves to them, 8but cleave to the Lord your God as you have done
to this day. 9For the Lord has driven out before you great and strong nations; and as for you, no
man has been able to withstand you to this day. 10One man of you puts to flight a thousand, since
it is the Lord your God who fights for you, as he promised you. 

Overview: While learning pagan classical litera-
ture is permissible to Christians, teaching it is 
not, because the one who teaches unwittingly af-
firms it (Tertullian). The invocation of the 
names of gods is tantamount to idolatry (Clem-
ent of Alexandria). It is because of Joshua’s 
righteousness and obedience that God granted 
him victories (Gregory of Nyssa).

23:6-8 Avoid Mixing with the Remaining 
Nations and Their Gods

Christians and Pagan Literature. Ter-
tullian: Learning literature is allowable for 
believers, rather than teaching; for the principle 
of learning and of teaching is different. If a 
believer teaches literature, while he is teaching 
doubtless he commends, while he delivers he 
affirms, while he recalls he bears testimony to, 
the praises of idols interspersed therein. He seals 
the gods themselves with this name [of gods]; 
whereas the Law, as we have said, prohibits  “the 
names of gods to be pronounced,”1 and this name 
[of God] to be conferred on vanity.2 Hence the 
devil gets men’s early faith built up from the 
beginnings of their erudition. Inquire whether he 

who teaches about idols commits idolatry. But 
when a believer learns these things, if he is 
already capable of understanding what idolatry is, 
he neither receives nor allows them; much more if 
he is not yet capable. Or, when he begins to 
understand, it behooves him first to understand 
what he has previously learned, that is, touching 
God and the faith. Therefore he will reject those 
things and will not receive them, and will be as 
safe as one who from one who knows it not 
knowingly accepts poison but does not drink it. 
On Idolatry 10.3

The Names of Gods. Pseudo-Clement of 
Rome: Therefore Moses, when he saw that the 
people were advancing, by degrees initiated them 
in the understanding of the monarchy and the 
faith of one God, as he says in the following 
words:  “You shall not make negation of the 
names of other gods,”4 doubtless remembering 
with what penalty the serpent was visited, which 
had first named gods.5 For it is condemned to 
feed upon dust and is judged worthy of such food, 
for this cause, that it first of all introduced the 

1Ex 23:13; Hos 2:17.   2Idol.   3ANF 3:66-67.   4Josh 23:7 LXX.   5Gen 3.
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name of gods into the world. But if you also wish 
to introduce many gods, see that you share not 
the serpent’s doom. Recognitions 2.44.6

23:10 The Lord Your God Fights for You

Victory Is Due to Righteousness. Gre-
gory of Nyssa: For faithful is he who has prom-

ised that  “a thousand shall be chased by one,” and 
that  “ten thousand shall be put to flight by two,”7 
victory in battle being due not to numbers but to 
righteousness. Answer to Eunomius’s Second 
Book.8

2 4 : 1 - 1 5  T H E  L O R D ’ S  F A I T H F U L N E S S  R E C O U N T E D

2And Joshua said to all the people, “Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘Your fathers lived of
old beyond the Euphrates, Terah, the father of Abraham and of Nahor; and they served other gods.
3Then I took your father Abraham from beyond the River and led him through all the land of
Canaan, and made his offspring many. . . . 6Then I brought your fathers out of Egypt, and you
came to the sea; and the Egyptians pursued your fathers with chariots and horsemen to the Red
Sea. . . . 11And you went over the Jordan and came to Jericho, and the men of Jericho fought against
you, and also the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Girgashites, the Hiv-
ites, and the Jebusites; and I gave them into your hand. 12And I sent the hornet before you, which
drove them out before you, the two kings of the Amorites; it was not by your sword or by your bow.
13I gave you a land on which you had not labored, and cities which you had not built, and you dwell
therein; you eat the fruit of vineyards and oliveyards which you did not plant.’

14“Now therefore fear the Lord, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the
gods which your fathers served beyond the River, and in Egypt, and serve the Lord. 15And if you
be unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your fathers
served in the region beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you dwell; but as
for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”

Overview: Augustine offers possible explana-
tions of what might seem to be inconsistencies in 
Scripture: he considers the prophetic implications 
of the Septuagint’s substitution of  “the whole 
earth” for  “land of Canaan”; the manner in which 
closing the city gates and failing to ask for terms of 
peace is rightly equated with waging war; and the 
literal or metaphorical referent for the word wasps. 

The dialogue between Joshua and the people of Is-
rael is appropriated for converts to Christianity. 
Denying one’s pledge to serve the Lord nullifies the 
agreement with ruinous consequences (Origen).

24:3 Your Father Abraham

The Whole Earth. Augustine: The Septua-

6ANF 8:109*.   7Deut 32:30.   8NPNF 2 5:250.
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gint has translated  “And I took your father Abra-
ham from across the river and led him into all the 
earth.” A literal reading of the Hebrew would be  
“And I led him into the land of Canaan.” It is 
astonishing, therefore, that the translators of the 
Septuagint would have wished to insert  “the 
whole earth” instead of  “land of Canaan,” unless 
they were considering the prophecy so much that 
they accepted as already done what was still at 
the time a promise from God. For it was 
announced beforehand in very clear terms what 
would take place concerning Christ and the 
church and that the true seed of Abraham would 
not be among the children of the flesh but among 
the children of the promise. Questions on 
Joshua 25.1

24:11 You Came to Jericho

A Sign of Warfare. Augustine: “And those 
who inhabited Jericho waged war against you.” 
One might well ask how this statement could be 
true, when they were merely protecting them-
selves by hiding behind the walls and closing the 
city gates. But this is spoken correctly, since the 
closing of gates to an enemy is a sign of warfare. 
For the inhabitants of Jericho did not send 
ambassadors to ask for terms of peace. . . . For a 
war does not always have one battle after another. 
Some wars have frequent battles, some a few, still 
others none. A war, however, is when there is a 
disagreement involving arms in some way. Ques-
tions on Joshua 26.2

24:12 I Sent the Hornet Before You

The Referent of  “Wasps.” Augustine: 
What does it mean when Joshua, the son of Nun, 
says among other things which he recalls that the 
Lord had done for the Israelites:  “He sent wasps 
before you and drove out the Canaanites from 
your face”? One also finds that statement in the 
book of Wisdom, but nonetheless one cannot find 
any account of such a thing taking place. But per-
haps  “wasps” ought to be understood in a meta-

phorical sense to mean the sharp stings of fear, by 
which they were stung in a way as rumors flew 
about, so that they fled. Or wasps may refer to 
the invisible spirits of the air, as it says in the 
psalm,  “through wicked angels.”3 Perhaps some-
one will say that not everything which took place 
has been written down and that the incident with 
the wasps also took place in a visible manner, so 
that this passage should be understood to refer to 
real wasps. Questions on Joshua 27.4

24:14-15 Choose This Day

Sin Not Against the Lord. Origen: There-
fore, what Joshua said to the people when he set-
tled them in the holy land, the Scripture might 
also say now to us. The text reads as follows,  
“Now fear the Lord and worship him in sincerity 
and righteousness.” And it will tell us, if we are 
being misled to worship idols, what follows,  
“Destroy the foreign gods which your fathers 
worshiped beyond the River and in Egypt, and 
worship the Lord.”

Then in the beginning when you were going to 
be instructed, it would have been rightly said to 
you,  “And if you be unwilling to worship the 
Lord, choose this day whom you will worship, 
whether the gods your fathers worshiped in the 
region beyond the River, or the gods of the Amor-
ites among whom you dwell on the land.” And the 
catechist might have said to you,  “But as for me 
and my house, we will worship the Lord because 
he is holy.”5 He does not have any reason to say 
this to you now; for then you said,  “Far be it from 
us that we should forsake the Lord, to serve other 
gods. For the Lord our God, he is God, who 
brought us and our fathers out of Egypt . . . and 
preserved us in all the way that we went.” More-
over, in the agreements about religion long ago 
you gave your catechist this answer,  “We also will 
worship the Lord, for he is our God.”6 If, there-
fore, the one who breaks agreements with men is 

1CCL 33:330.   2CCL 33:330.   3Ps 78:49 (77:49 LXX).   4CCL 33:330.
5The LXX adds  “because he is holy.”   6Josh 24:18.
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outside any truce and alien to safety, what must 
be said of those who by denying make null and 
void the agreements they made with God, and 
who run back to Satan, whom they renounced 
when they were baptized? Such a person must be 
told the words spoken by Eli to his sons,  “If a 

man sins against a man, then they will pray for 
him; but if he sins against the Lord, who will pray 
for him?”7 Exhortation to Martyrdom 17.8

2 4 : 1 6 - 2 8  I S R A E L  W I L L  S E R V E  T H E  L O R D

22Then Joshua said to the people, “You are witnesses against yourselves that you have chosen the
Lord, to serve him.” And they said, “We are witnesses.” 23He said, “Then put away the foreign
gods which are among you, and incline your heart to the Lord, the God of Israel.” . . . 26And
Joshua wrote these words in the book of the law of God; and he took a great stone, and set it up
there under the oak in the sanctuary of the Lord. 27And Joshua said to all the people, “Behold, this
stone shall be a witness against us; for it has heard all the words of the Lord which he spoke to us;
therefore it shall be a witness against you, lest you deal falsely with your God.” 

Overview: Perfection comes through preserving 
the soul, which is God’s creation, in its natural 
state of virtue (Athanasius). As Joshua estab-
lished a stone of witness, overseers of souls like-
wise provide witnesses for future testimony 
(Basil); that stone signifies Christ (Cyprian).

24:23 Incline Your Heart to the Lord

Perfection Comes from Within. Athana-
sius: We need only to will perfection, since it is 
within our power and is developed by us, for, 
when the soul keeps the understanding in its nat-
ural state, perfection is confirmed. The soul is in 
its natural state when it remains as it was created, 
and it was created beautifully and exceedingly 
upright. For this reason, Joshua, the son of Nave 
[Nun], commanded the people:  “Incline your 
hearts to the Lord the God of Israel,” and John:  
“Make straight his paths.”1 Rectitude of soul, 
then, consists in preserving the intellect in its 

natural state, as it was created. On the other 
hand, when the intellect turns aside and deviates 
from its natural state, the soul is said to be evil. 
Thus, the matter is not difficult; if we remain as 
we were made, we are in a state of virtue; but, if 
we think evil thoughts, we are accounted evil. If, 
then, perfection were a thing to be acquired from 
without, it would indeed be difficult; but, since it 
is within us, let us guard against evil thoughts 
and let us constantly keep our soul for the Lord, 
as a trust received from him, so that he may rec-
ognize his work as being the same as when he 
made it. Life of St. Anthony 20.2

24:27 This Stone Shall Be a Witness

The Provision of Witnesses. Basil the 
Great: Joshua, the son of Nun, even calls a 
stone to give testimony (a heap of stones had 

1Mt 3:3.   2FC 15:154*.

71 Sam 2:25.   8OSW 52-53.
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already been called to testify between Jacob and 
Laban)

 

3

 

 when he said,  “Behold, this stone shall 
be a witness against us; for it has heard all the 
words of the Lord which he spoke to us; there-
fore it shall be a witness against you, lest you 
deal falsely with your God.” Perhaps he believed 
that the power of God would enable the stones 
to cry out in testimony against the transgressors 
or at least that everyone’s conscience would be 
wounded by the force of the reminder. So those 
who have been entrusted with the care of souls 
provide various kinds of witnesses to testify at a 
future date. But the Spirit is organically united 
with God, not because of the needs of each 
moment but through communion in the divine 
nature. He is joined to the Lord; he is not 

brought in by our efforts.

 

 On the Spirit 13.30.

 

4

 

The Stone Is Christ.

 

 Cyprian: 

 

That Christ 
is called a stone. . . . Also in Joshua:  “And he took 
a great stone, and placed it there before the Lord; 
and Joshua said unto the people, Behold, this 
stone shall be a testimony to you, because it has 
heard all the things which were spoken by the 
Lord, which he has spoken to you today; and it 
shall be for a testimony to you in the last of the 
days, when you shall have departed from your 
God.”

 

 To Quirinus: Testimonies Against the 
Jews 2.16.

 

5

 

2 4 : 2 9 - 3 3  T H E  D E A T H  O F  J O S H U A
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After these things Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the L

 

ord

 

, died, being a hundred and

ten years old. 

 

30

 

And they buried him in his own inheritance at Timnath-serah, which is in the hill

 

country of Ephraim, north of the mountain of Gaash.

 

Overview

 

:

 

 Joshua’s death and burial are a cele-
bration of the victory of eternal life over death 
and of virtue over vice. It is not an occasion for 
mourning yet rather for joy (

 

Jerome

 

). 

 

24:29 

 

Joshua Died

 

Joshua’s Death a Witness to His Chaste 
Life.

 

 Jerome: 

 

But it is now time for us to raise 
the standard of Joshua’s chastity. It is written 
that Moses had a wife.

 

1

 

 . . . We read that Moses, 
that is, the law, had a wife; show me then in the 
same way that Joshua the son of Nun had either 
wife or children, and if you can do so, I will con-
fess that I am beaten. He certainly received the 

fairest spot in the division of the land of Judah 
and died, not in the twenties, which are ever 
unlucky in Scripture—by them are reckoned 
the years of Jacob’s service,

 

2

 

 the price of Joseph,

 

3

 

 
and sundry presents which Esau who was fond 
of them received

 

4

 

—but in the tens, whose 
praises we have often sung. And he was buried 
in Thamnath Sore, which means  “most perfect 
sovereignty,” or  “among those of a new cover-
ing,” to signify the crowds of virgins, covered by 
the Savior’s aid on Mount Ephraim, that is, the 
fruitful mountain; on the north of the Mountain 
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of Gaash, which is interpreted  “disturbance,” for  
“Mount Zion is on the sides of the north, the 
city of the Great King,”5 is ever exposed to 
hatred, and in every trial says  “But my feet had 
nearly slipped.”6 The book which bears the name 
of Joshua ends with his burial. Again in the 
book of Judges we read of him as though he had 
risen and come to life again, and by way of sum-
mary his works are extolled. We read too:  “So 
Joshua sent the people away, every man to his 
inheritance, that they might possess the land.”7 
And  “Israel served the Lord all the days of 
Joshua,” and so on. There immediately follows:  
“And Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the 
Lord, died, being a hundred and ten years old.” 
Moses, moreover, only saw the land of promise; 
he could not enter, and  “he died in the land of 
Moab, and the Lord buried him in the valley in 
the land of Moab over against Beth-peor: but no 
man knows of his sepulcher to this day.”8 Let us 
compare the burial of the two. Moses died in the 
land of Moab, Joshua in the land of Judea. The 
former was buried in a valley over against the 
house of Phogor,9 the translation of which is  
“reproach,” for the Hebrew Phogor corresponds 
to Priapus;10 the latter was buried in Mount 
Ephraim on the north of Mount Gaash. And in 
the simple expressions of the sacred Scriptures 
there is always a more subtle meaning. The Jews 
gloried in children and childbearing; and the 
barren woman, who had no offspring in Israel, 
was accursed; but blessed was he whose seed 
was in Zion, and his family in Jerusalem. And 
part of the highest blessing was,  “Your wife shall 
be as a fruitful vine in the innermost parts of 
your house, your children like olive plants round 
about thy table.”11 Therefore his grave is 
described as placed in a valley over against the 
house of an idol which was in a special sense 
consecrated to lust. But we who fight under 
Joshua our leader, even to the present day, know 
not where Moses was buried. For we despise 
Phogor and all his shame, knowing that they 
who are in the flesh cannot please God. And the 

Lord before the flood had said,  “My spirit shall 
not abide in man forever, because he is flesh.”12 
For this reason, when Moses died, the people of 
Israel mourned for him, but Joshua, like one on 
his way to victory, was not mourned. For mar-
riage ends at death; virginity thereafter begins 
to wear the crown. Against Jovinianus 1.22.13

24:30 Buried in His Own Inheritance

Grieve Not for the Dead. Jerome: I cannot 
adequately extol the mysteries of Scripture or suf-
ficiently admire the spiritual meaning conveyed in 
its most simple words. We are told, for instance, 
that lamentation was made for Moses; yet when 
the funeral of Joshua is described no mention at 
all is made of weeping. The reason, of course, is 
that under Moses—that is, under the old law—
all people were bound by the sentence passed on 
Adam’s sin, and when they descended into hell 
were rightly accompanied with tears. For, as the 
apostle says,  “death reigned from Adam to Moses, 
even over them that had not sinned.”14 But under 
Jesus, that is, under the gospel of Christ, who has 
unlocked for us the gate of paradise, death is 
accompanied not with sorrow but with joy. The 
Jews go on weeping to this day; they make bare 
their feet, they crouch in sackcloth, they roll in 
ashes. And to make their superstition complete, 
they follow a foolish custom of the Pharisees and 
eat lentils, to show, it would seem, for what poor 
fare they have lost their birthright.15 Of course 
they are right to weep, for as they do not believe 
in the Lord’s resurrection they are being made 
ready for the advent of antichrist. But we who 
have put on Christ16 and according to the apostle 
are a royal and priestly race,17 we ought not to 
grieve for the dead. Letter 39.4.18

5Ps 48:2 (47:2 LXX).   6Ps 73:2 (72:2 LXX).   7Josh 24:28.   8Deut 34:6.   
9Phogor appears in the LXX as the translation for Peor.   10The name of a 
pagan fertility god.   11Ps 128:3 (127:3 LXX).   12Gen 6:3.   13NPNF 
6:362-63*.   14Rom 5:14.   15Gen 25:34.   16Gal 3:27.   171 Pet 2:9.   
18NPNF 2 6:52.
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J u d g e s

1 : 1 - 1 0  J U D A H  A T T A C K S  T H E  C A N A A N I T E S

1After the death of Joshua the people of Israel inquired of the Lord, “Who shall go up first for
us against the Canaanites, to fight against them?” 2The Lord said, “Judah shall go up; behold, I
have given the land into his hand.” . . . 4Then Judah went up and the Lord gave the Canaanites
and the Perizzites into their hand; and they defeated ten thousand of them at Bezek. 

Overview: Judah’s prominence is ordained with 
the tribe’s selection as the first to attack the 
Canaanites (Eusebius).

1:1-2 Judah Shall Fight the Canaanites

The Headship of Judah. Eusebius of Cae-
saria: And in the book of Joshua, son of Nave 
[Nun], when the land of promise was divided by 
lot among the other tribes, the tribe of Judah 
took its own portion of the land without casting 
lots, and first of all. And, moreover,  “After the 
death of Joshua the children of Israel inquired of 
the Lord, saying, who shall go up for us against 
the Canaanite, leading our fighting against him? 
And the Lord said, Judah shall go up. Behold, I 
have given the land into his hands.” These 
words, then, make it clear that God ordained the 
tribe of Judah to be the head of all Israel, and the 
account goes on. . .  And in the book of Judges, 
when different persons at different times were at 
the head of the people, though individually the 

judges were of different tribes, yet speaking gen-
erally the tribe of Judah was head of the whole 
people; and much more so in the times of David 
and his successors, who belonged to the tribe of 
Judah and continued to rule until the Babylonian 
captivity, after which the leader of those who 
returned from Babylon to their own land was 
Zerubbabel, the son of Salathiel, of the tribe of 
Judah, who also built the temple.1 Hence, too, 
the book of Chronicles, when giving the genealo-
gies of the twelve tribes of Israel, begins with 
Judah.2 And you will see it follows from this that 
in the days that succeeded, the same tribe had 
the headship, although different individuals had 
temporary leadership, whose tribes it is impossi-
ble to decide with accuracy, because there is no 
sacred book handed down to give the history of 
the period from then to the time of our Savior. 
The Proof of the Gospel 8.1.3

1Ezra 2:1-2; 3:8.   21 Chron 2:3.   3POG 2:101-2*.
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1 : 1 1 - 2 1  T H E  F A I L U R E  O F  B E N J A M I N

11From there they went against the inhabitants of Debir. The name of Debir was formerly Kiri-
ath-sepher. 12And Caleb said, “He who attacks Kiriath-sepher and takes it, I will give him Achsah
my daughter as wife.” 13And Othni-el the son of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother, took it; and he
gave him Achsah his daughter as wife. 14When she came to him, she urged him to ask her father
for a field; and she alighted from her ass, and Caleb said to her, “What do you wish?” 15She said to
him, “Give me a present; since you have set me in the land of the Negeb, give me also springs of
water.” And Caleb gave her the upper springs and the lower springs.

Overview: Achsah’s request for springs typifies 
the compunctions of fear and love experienced by 
the penitent (Gregory the Great).

1:12 Achsah Is Promised to the Victor1

1:15 Achsah Requests Springs of Water

The Grace of Tears. Gregory the Great: 
There are two main types of compunction, how-
ever. The penitent thirsting for God feels the 
compunction of fear at first; later on, he experi-
ences the compunction of love. When he consid-
ers his sins, he is overcome with weeping because 
he fears eternal punishment. Then when this fear 
subsides through prolonged sorrow and penance, 
a feeling of security emerges from an assurance of 
forgiveness, and the soul begins to burn with a 
love for heavenly joys. Now the same person, who 
wept out of fear of punishment, sheds abundant 
tears because his entrance to the kingdom of 
heaven is being delayed. Once we envision the 
choirs of angels and fix our gaze on the company 
of the saints and the majesty of an endless vision 
of God, the thought of having no part in these 
joys makes us weep more bitterly than the fear of 
hell and the prospect of eternal misery did before. 
Thus the compunction of fear, when perfect, 
leads the soul to the compunction of love.

This is beautifully symbolized in one of the 
historical books of the Bible. There we read that 

Achsah, the daughter of Caleb, sighed as she sat 
upon her beast of burden.2  “And Caleb asked her. 
‘What is troubling you?’ She answered, ‘Give me 
an additional gift! Since you have assigned to me 
land in the Negeb, give me also pools of water.’ So 
he gave her the upper and the lower pools.”

We say that Achsah sat on an ass because her 
soul presided over the irrational movements of 
her flesh. Just as she begged her father with a sigh 
for pools of water, so must we with deep groans 
obtain from our Creator the grace of tears. There 
are some who have received the gift of speaking 
out openly for justice, of defending the oppressed, 
of sharing their possessions with the needy, of 
professing their faith ardently, who still do not 
have the grace of tears. These we may say received  
“land in the Negeb,” that is,  “southern and dry 
land,” but are completely lacking in  “pools of 
water.” It is of utmost importance, however, that 
those who are zealous for good works and devote 
much time to performing them should also weep 
over their past sins, either through fear of eternal 
punishment or through longing for God’s king-
dom.

Caleb gave Achsah the upper and lower pools. 
These correspond to the two kinds of compunc-
tion. The soul receives the upper pools when it 
weeps because of its longing for heaven; it 
receives the lower pools when the fear of hell 

1See comment for Josh 15:16-17.   2Judg 1:14 LXX.
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causes it to break forth in tears. Actually, the 
lower pools are given first; then, only, the upper. 
Yet, since the compunction of love is greater in 
dignity, the upper pools were necessarily men-

tioned first and then the lower. Dialogue 3.34.3

1 : 2 2 - 3 6  T H E  F A I L U R E  O F  T H E  N O R T H E R N  T R I B E S

29And Ephraim did not drive out the Canaanites who dwelt in Gezer; but the Canaanites dwelt
in Gezer among them. . . .

34The Amorites pressed the Danites back into the hill country, for they did not allow them to
come down to the plain; 35the Amorites persisted in dwelling in Har-heres, in Aijalon, and in Sha-
albim, but the hand of the house of Joseph rested heavily upon them, and they became subject to
forced labor. 

Overview: Taxation of the Canaanites signifies 
the imperfection of our life which, under scrutiny 
of self-examination, leads to humility (Gregory 
the Great). It is only by persistent practice of 
virtue that we are able to win the struggles of 
spiritual life (Bede).

1:29 The Canaanites Lived in the Midst of 
Ephraim

Taxing Faults. Gregory the Great: For  “the 
stars of this night” are  “overshadowed with dark-
ness,”1 when even they that already shine with 
great virtues still bear something of the dimness 
of sin, while they struggle against it, so that they 
even shine with great luster of life and yet still 
draw along unwillingly some remains of the 
night. Which as we have said is done with this 
view, that the mind in advancing to the eminence 
of its righteousness, may through weakness be 
better strengthened and may in a more genuine 
manner shine in goodness by the same cause by 
which, to its humbling, little defects overcloud it 
even against its will. Hence, when the land of 

promise now won was to be divided to the people 
of Israel, the Gentile people of Canaan are not 
said to be slain but to be made subject to the tribe 
of Ephraim, as it is written:  “The Canaanites 
dwelt in the midst of Ephraim under taxation.” 
For what does the Canaanite, a Gentile people, 
denote, if not a fault? And oftentimes we enter 
the land of promise with great virtues because we 
are strengthened by the inward hope of eternity. 
But while, amid sublime deeds, we retain certain 
small faults, we as it were permit the Canaanite 
to dwell in our land. Yet he is taxed in that this 
same fault, which we cannot make subject, we 
force back by humility to our own well-being, so 
that the mind may think poorly of itself even in 
its highest virtues, as it fails to master by its own 
strength even the small things to which it aspires.
Morals on the Book of Job 4.24.2

1:34 The Amorites Pressed the Danites

Bitter Struggles. Bede: “The waters 

1See Job 3:9.   2LF 18:211.

3FC 39:173-75.
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increased and elevated the ark high above the 
earth. And the waters drenched the earth, filling 
it and covering everything.”3 The increased waters 
of baptism and faith also elevated the church 
throughout the world from an appetite for earthly 
things to the hope and desire for heavenly life. 
Hence, tossing the church about with great tribu-
lations, the more vigorously these waters fill the 
earth, the higher they push it toward seeking the 
joys of the other life. This is well illustrated in 
sacred history when it is said,  “The Amorites 
held the children of Dan to the mountains, nor 
did they permit them to descend to the plains.” 
Amorite, of course, means  “bitter,” whereas Dan 
is translated as  “judge” or  “judgment.” Who do 
the children of Dan designate, therefore, if not 
those who act with diligence that they may be 
upright, study the book of truth and vow and 
resolve to observe the revelation of God’s justice, 

walking by the lamp of his Word? On the other 
hand, who is indicated by the Amorites if not 
those who attempt to disturb or even to destroy 
the sweetness of the life of the saints with the bit-
terness of tribulations? The Amorites hold the 
children of Dan to the mountains, nor permit 
them to descend to the plains, when so great a 
storm afflicts the elect with persecutions that 
there is no time for them to indulge in timid 
thoughts, but they must work hard continuously 
with prayers, fastings, and meditations on the 
divine Scriptures, while living in the highest con-
tinence, since they will be able to overcome the 
struggles of great trials only by the exercise of 
greater virtue. On Genesis 2.7.4

2 : 1 - 5  T H E  L O R D ’ S  J U D G M E N T  P R O N O U N C E D

1Now the angel of the Lord went up from Gilgal to Bochim. And he said, “I brought you up
from Egypt, and brought you into the land which I swore to give to your fathers. I said, ‘I will
never break my covenant with you, 2and you shall make no covenant with the inhabitants of this
land; you shall break down their altars.’ But you have not obeyed my command. What is this you
have done? 3So now I say, I will not drive them out before you; but they shall become adversariesa

to you, and their gods shall be a snare to you.” 4When the angel of the Lord spoke these words to
all the people of Israel, the people lifted up their voices and wept. 5And they called the name of
that place Bochim;b and they sacrificed there to the Lord.

a Vg Old Latin Compare Gk: Heb sides b That is Weepers

Overview: The valley of tears (Bochim) is un-
derstood allegorically as this world, which is a 
place of repentance, weeping and labor for one’s 
heavenly crown ( Jerome).

2:4-5 The Israelites Weep at the Angel’s 
Words

The Valley of Tears. Jerome: Let us consider 

3See Gen 7:17-19.   4CCL 118A:118-19.
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where he has set his ascent:  “In the valley of tears, 
in the place that he has appointed.”1 We have read 
in the book of Judges that when the angel came and 
preached repentance to the people, saying,  “You 
have abandoned the Lord, and the Lord shall aban-
don you,” the Israelites wept aloud when they 
heard the threat; and that place was called the val-
ley of tears. We have called attention to ancient 
history in order to avoid heresy. The valley of tears, 
moreover, we may understand allegorically as this 
world, for we are not on the mountain, that is, in 
the kingdom of heaven, but in the valley, in the 
darknesses of this world; through a fault, we have 
been cast out of Paradise with Adam into a lowly 
vale of tears where there is repentance and weep-

ing.  “In the valley of tears, in the place that he has 
appointed.” What did the prophet mean? God 
made this world an arena that here we may strive 
against the devil, against sin, in order to receive 
our crown in heaven. Why did he ordain a contest? 
Could not he save us without the struggle? He gave 
us, as it were, a master of contests; he gave us a sta-
dium in which to carry on our wrestling against 
vices, so that afterwards he may crown us meritori-
ously, not as those who sleep but as those who 
labor. Homilies on the Psalms, Alternate 
Series 63 (Ps 83).2

2 : 6 - 1 5  I S R A E L  F O R S A K E S  T H E  L O R D

6When Joshua dismissed the people, the people of Israel went each to his inheritance to take pos-
session of the land. 7And the people served the Lord all the days of Joshua, and all the days of the
elders who outlived Joshua, who had seen all the great work which the Lord had done for Israel.
8And Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the Lord, died at the age of one hundred and ten years.
. . . 10And all that generation also were gathered to their fathers; and there arose another genera-
tion after them, who did not know the Lord or the work which he had done for Israel.

11And the people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord and served the Baals; 12and
they forsook the Lord, the God of their fathers, who had brought them out of the land of Egypt;
they went after other gods, from among the gods of the peoples who were round about them, and
bowed down to them; and they provoked the Lord to anger. 13They forsook the Lord, and served
the Baals and the Ashtaroth. 14So the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he gave
them over to plunderers, who plundered them; and he sold them into the power of their enemies
round about, so that they could no longer withstand their enemies. 15Whenever they marched out,
the hand of the Lord was against them for evil, as the Lord had warned, and as the Lord had
sworn to them; and they were in sore straits.

Overview: The apostles, who are the  “light of 
the world,” are typified by those elders who came 
after Joshua. Those who know God’s work are 

those who do it. The death of Joshua, who is a 
type of Christ, is recorded in order to indicate 
that Jesus may be either alive or dead in other 

1Ps 83:6 LXX.   2FC 57:47-48*.
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persons. Those who worshiped Baal in former 
times represent those in the present who, bound 
by their sins,  “bend their knees” to the devil. 
Abandoning the Lord by serving one’s fleshly de-
sires will result in being separated from the body 
of Christ (Origen). With Joshua’s death emerges 
a pattern of Israel’s idolatry being met with God’s 
wrath, meted out by the hand of its enemies 
(Tertullian).

2:7 People Who Had Seen the Lord’s Great 
Work

Apostolic Lights. Origen: Who are these 
elders who either came with Joshua/Jesus or after 
him, if not the very apostles who illumined our 
hearts by their writings and precepts, even bring-
ing a certain kind of  “day” among us from that  
“true light” in which they were partakers?1 Who-
ever, therefore, is enlightened and instructed 
from the precepts of the apostles and is ordained 
according to the apostolic rules for the service of 
the Lord is the very person who is said to serve 
the Lord in the days of the elders who came after 
Jesus. Do you wish to see that the apostles also 
were the  “light of the world,” just as the Savior  
“was the true light which illumines every person 
coming into the world”2? The Lord himself said 
to them, as it is written in the Gospel,  “You are 
the light of the world.”3 But if the apostles are 
also the light of the world, then the  “days” in 
which  “we serve the Lord” undoubtedly illumi-
nate us through their precepts and command-
ments. Homilies on Judges 1.2.4

Knowing and Doing. Origen: It mentions  
“the days of the elders who knew all the works of 
the Lord.” Who is the person who  “knows all the 
works of the Lord,” except the one who does 
them himself ? For just as it was said that the sons 
of Eli were  “sons of pestilence, having no knowl-
edge of the Lord,”5 yet not meaning that these 
men who taught others were ignorant of the 
Lord, but rather that they behaved like those who 
did not know the Lord, so also in like manner is 

this statement to be understood that the elders  
“knew all the works of the Lord.” Moreover, it 
does not merely say that  “they knew the works of 
the Lord” but specifies that  “they knew every 
work of the Lord,” that is, that they knew the 
Lord’s work of justice and work of sanctification 
and patience and kindness and piety, for every-
thing that comes from the commandments of 
God is called a  “work of the Lord.” . . . Therefore, 
they are said to  “know” the work of God who do 
his work. But that its customary use of  “to know” 
and  “not to know” may shine still more clearly 
from the authority of the Scriptures, observe how 
it is written elsewhere that  “he who keeps the 
commandment,” it says,  “will not know an evil 
word.” Can, therefore, one who keeps the com-
mandments become one who does not know evil? 
He knows, of course, but  “not know” is said of 
him because he is careful to avoid the evil. It is 
even said of the Lord and Savior himself that  “he 
did not know sin,” certainly indicating in this case 
that to be ignorant of sin is equivalent to refrain-
ing from every sinful act. In this way, therefore, 
he is said to  “know the works of the Lord” who 
performs  “the works of the Lord,” whereas he 
who does not do the work of God is ignorant of 
the work of God. Homilies on Judges 1.4.6

2:8 Joshua Dies

Jesus Alive and Dead. Origen: Joshua’s 
death is also recounted for us. But it is nothing 
unusual that he who was the  “son of Nun” died, 
for everything that is owed to nature gets paid. 
Yet, because we have established that what is 
read here about the son of Nun must be seen as 
referring to our Lord Jesus Christ, we need to 
ask how is it befitting to say that  “Jesus died.” It 
is my opinion, though speaking according to the 
authority of Scripture, that Jesus lives in certain 
persons and is dead in other persons. Jesus lives 
in Paul and in Peter and in all those who can 

1See 1 Jn 2:8; Eph 5:14; Phil 2:14.   2Jn 1:9.   3Mt 5:14.   4GCS 30:467.   
51 Sam 2:12.   6GCS 30:470-71.
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rightly say,  “It is no longer I who live, but Christ 
lives in me”7 and, again,  “But for me to live is 
Christ and to die is profit.”8 In persons such as 
those, therefore, Jesus is rightly said to live. But 
in whom is Jesus dead? He is dead in those per-
sons, undoubtedly, who are said to insult the 
death of Jesus by frequently repenting and then 
failing again, persons whom the apostle 
describes in his letter to the Hebrews as  “cruci-
fying the Son of God again for their own sake 
and holding him out for show.”9 You can see why, 
therefore, Jesus is not only said to be  “dead” in 
those sinners but is also asserted to be  “cruci-
fied” and  “mocked” by them. But examine your-
self as well and ask, when you have avaricious 
thoughts and desire to despoil others, if you are 
ever able to say that  “Christ lives in me.” If you 
have thoughts of defilement, if you are harassed 
by fury, if you are inflamed with envy and 
aroused with jealousy, if you revel in drunken-
ness, if you are exalted with pride, or if you act 
with cruelty, will you be able to say in all of these 
things that  “Christ lives in me”? Christ is dead in 
sinners, therefore, because no justice, no 
patience, no truth, nor anything else that Christ 
is operates within them. But for saints, on the 
other hand, Christ is said to be the one who 
enacts whatever they do, as the apostle declares:  
“I can do all things in him who strengthens me, 
Christ.”10 Homilies on Judges 2.1.11

2:11 Israel Serves the Baals

Idolatry Then and Now. Origen: It was the 
ancients who did this, of course, but because 
what was written is said to be  “written for our 
sake, to whom the end of the ages has arrived,”12 
not on their account, we should watch lest these 
sayings are seen to be true of more of us than of 
them. Do you want to see that such things are 
applied to us through the apostle, rather than 
through me? Listen for yourself to what he said:  
“What does Scripture say about how Elijah inter-
ceded with God against Israel? ‘Lord, they killed 
your prophets, they destroyed your altars, and I 

am left alone and they seek my soul.’ But what 
was the divine response?  ‘I preserved for myself 
seven thousand men who did not bend the knee 
to Baal,’ ” then the apostle adds  “‘thus, in this 
time also a remnant chosen by grace is saved.’ ”13 
You can see, therefore, that those who  “bent the 
knee to Baal” and those who  “did not bend the 
knee” are understood by the apostle as the multi-
tude of unbelievers and the remnant of believers, 
respectively. This demonstrates, then, that those 
who lived in unbelief and impiety at the time of 
the Savior also  “bent the knee to Baal” and wor-
shiped idols, whereas those who believed and ful-
filled the works of faith  “did not bend the knee to 
Baal.” It is never mentioned in the historical 
books or in the Gospels or in any other book of 
Scripture that some at the time of the Savior did 
in fact bend the knee to idols, but such an act is 
indeed attributed to those persons who were 
bound by their sins, as though held by fetters. 
Whenever we sin and  “are taken captive to the 
law of sin,”14 therefore, we  “bend our knees to 
Baal.” But we are not called to this, nor do we 
believe in this, such that we would again become 
servants of sin and again  “bend the knee” to the 
devil. Instead, our calling and the purpose of our 
faith is both to bend the knee at the name of 
Jesus, for  “at the name of Jesus, every knee bends 
in heaven and on earth and in hell,”15 and to bend 
the knee to  “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
from whom every family in heaven and on earth 
is named.”16 Homilies on Judges 2.3.17

2:12-15 Israel Forsakes the Lord After 
Joshua’s Death

Abandonment Begets Abandonment. Ori-
gen: As long as a people serves God, they are not  
“delivered into the hands of plunderers.” But 
when they  “abandon the Lord” and begin to serve 
their own passions, then it is said of them that  

7Gal 2:20.   8Phil 1:21.   9Heb 6:6.   10Phil 4:13.   11GCS 30:472-73.   
121 Cor 10:11.    13Rom 11:2.    14See Rom 7:23.    15Phil 2:10.    16Eph 
3:15.    17GCS 30:474-75.
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“God gave them over to shameful passions”18 and, 
again,  “He gave them over to a reprobate mind, 
that they would do unsuitable things.”19 Why? 
Because, he says,  “they were filled with every 
iniquity, wickedness, fornication, greed” and all 
other evils.20 It was because  “they served and 
worshiped Baal and Ashtaroth” that  “God deliv-
ered them into the hands of plunderers and 
handed them over to their enemies.” This, as I 
have often said before, the Jews read as though it 
were merely a record of past events. We, however,  
“for whose sake this was written,”21 it is said, 
ought to know that if we sin against the Lord and 
against our own souls by indulging the desires of 
the flesh as though we were worshiping our God, 
we also betray ourselves and concede our apos-
tolic authority into the hands of Zebulun. Listen, 
then, to [Paul] speaking about one who sins:  “I 
delivered this man to Satan for the destruction of 
the flesh, that his spirit might be saved.”22 You 
can see, therefore, that it was not only through 
his apostles that God  “delivered” sinners  “over to 
their enemies,” but even now, through those who 
govern the church and have the power not only of 
releasing but also of binding,23 sinners  “are deliv-
ered for the destruction of the flesh” when they 
are separated from the body of Christ for their 
crimes. Homilies on Judges 2.5.24

Idolatry Is Met with Wrath. Tertullian: 
After the death of Joshua the son of Nave [Nun] 

they forsook the God of their fathers and served 
idols, Baalim and Ashtaroth; and the Lord in 
anger delivered them up to the hands of plunder-
ers, and they continued to be plundered by them 
and to be sold to their adversaries, and [they] 
could not at all stand before their enemies. Wher-
ever they went forth, his hand was upon them for 
evil, and they were greatly distressed. And after 
this God sets judges, the same as our censors, 
over them.25 But not even these did they continue 
steadfastly to obey. So soon as one of the judges 
died, they proceeded to transgress more than 
their fathers had done by going after the gods of 
others and serving and worshiping them. There-
fore the Lord was angry.  “Since, indeed,” he says,  
“this nation has transgressed my covenant which 
I established with their fathers and has not 
hearkened to my voice, I will not remove from 
them any of the nations which Joshua left at his 
death.”26 And thus, throughout almost all the 
annals of the judges and of the kings who suc-
ceeded them, while the strength of the surround-
ing nations was preserved, he meted wrath out to 
Israel by war and captivity and a foreign yoke, as 
often as they turned aside from him, especially to 
idolatry. Scorpiace 3.27

2 : 1 6 - 2 3  T H E  L O R D  R A I S E S  U P  J U D G E S

16Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the power of those who plundered
them. 17And yet they did not listen to their judges; for they played the harlot after other gods and
bowed down to them; they soon turned aside from the way in which their fathers had walked, who
had obeyed the commandments of the Lord, and they did not do so. . . . 20So the anger of the

18Rom 1:26.   19Rom 1:28.   20Rom 1:29.   211 Cor 10:11.   221 Cor 5:5.   
23See Mt 16:19, 18:18; Jn 20:23.   24GCS 30:478.   25A censor was an 
official responsible for supervising public behavior and morality in 
ancient Rome.   26Judg 2:20-21.   27ANF 3:636*.
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Lord was kindled against Israel; and he said, “Because this people have transgressed my covenant
which I commanded their fathers, and have not obeyed my voice, 21I will not henceforth drive out
before them any of the nations that Joshua left when he died, 22that by them I may test Israel,
whether they will take care to walk in the way of the Lord as their fathers did, or not.” 23So the
Lord left those nations, not driving them out at once, and he did not give them into the power of
Joshua.

Overview: Do not deny the possibility of hu-
man sinlessness simply because there are no sin-
less persons (Augustine). The worth of the 
preserved Gentiles is fully recognized in Chris-
tian conversion (Caesarius of Arles). The tests 
of the nations exemplify the working of divine 
grace, which teaches humility and dependence 
upon God (Cassian). Humility and perfection 
are developed through the experience of such tri-
als (Isaac of Nineveh).

2:20-23 Surrounding Nations Are Left to 
Test Israel 1

On Human Sinlessness. Augustine: Scrip-
ture tells you that the nations could have been cut 
off all at once from the land given to the children 
of Israel; yet God willed that it should only be lit-
tle by little. We can think of any number of other 
things which we admit might have happened or 
may happen, though we can allege no instance of 
their occurrence. We should not then deny the 
possibility of human sinlessness, simply because 
there is no [sinless] person, save him who is not 
only man but very God, in whom we can show 
this perfection actually achieved. On the Spirit 
and the Letter 1.2

The Altar is Placed Among the Gen-
tiles. Caesarius of Arles: Although all the 
nations in the surrounding country were subject 
to king David, still God did not allow the 
Jebusites to be destroyed entirely, as he himself 
says elsewhere:  “I for my part will not clear away 
for them any more of the nations. Through them 
the Israelites were to be made to prove whether 
they would fear me.” For this reason the prophet 

said to David,  “Go up, and build an altar to the 
Lord in the threshing floor of Araunah the 
Jebusite.”3 That pagan king represented the peo-
ple of the Gentiles. Notice, brothers, that no 
place in the land of the Jews was found worthy for 
the altar of the Lord to be built; but in the land of 
the Gentiles a place is chosen where the angel is 
seen and the altar of the Lord is built, and thus 
the wrath of the almighty Lord is appeased. Then 
already was prefigured the fact that in the hearts 
of the Jews no worthy place could be found to 
offer spiritual victims; the land of the Gentiles, 
that is, the conscience of Christians, is chosen as 
the place for the Lord’s temple. Sermon 122.1.4 

Didactic Grace Works Through the 
Will. John Cassian: Divine grace ever stirs up 
the will of human beings, not so as to protect and 
defend it in all things in such a way as to cause it 
not to fight by its own efforts against its spiritual 
adversaries, the victor over whom may set it 
down to God’s grace, and the vanquished to his 
own weakness, and thus learn that his hope is 
always not in his own courage but in the divine 
assistance and that he must ever fly to his Protec-
tor. And to prove this not by our own conjecture 
but by still clearer passages of holy Scripture let 
us consider what we read in Joshua the son of 
Nun:  “The Lord,” it says,  “left these nations and 
would not destroy them, that by them he might 
test Israel, whether they would keep the com-
mandments of the Lord their God, and that they 
might learn to fight with their enemies.”5 And if 

1For similar commentary, see Judg 3:1-4.   2LCC 8:196*.   32 Sam 
24:18.   4FC 47:204*.   5This appears to be a conflation of Judg 3:1, 2, 
and 4, which alludes to Josh 23:12-13.
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we may illustrate the incomparable mercy of our 
Creator from something earthly, not as being 
equal in kindness but as an illustration of mercy: 
if a tender and anxious nurse carries an infant in 
her bosom for a long time in order sometime to 
teach it to walk, and first allows it to crawl, then 
supports it that by the aid of her right hand it 
may lean on its alternate steps, presently leaves it 
for a little and if she sees it tottering at all, catches 
hold of it and grabs at it when falling, when down 
picks it up, and either shields it from a fall or 
allows it to fall lightly, and sets it up again after a 
tumble, but when she has brought it up to boy-
hood or the strength of youth or early manhood, 
lays upon it some burdens or labors by which it 
may be not overwhelmed but exercised, and 
allows it to vie with those of its own age; how 
much more does the heavenly Father of all know 
whom to carry in the bosom of his grace, whom 
to train to virtue in his sight by the exercise of 
free will, and yet he helps him in his efforts, hears 
him when he calls, leaves him not when he seeks 
him, and sometimes snatches him from peril even 
without his knowing it.

 

 Conference 13.14.

 

6

 

Trials Develop Humility.

 

 Isaac of Nin-
eveh:

 

 Some of his [humanity’s] petitions God 

grants him promptly (I mean those without 
which no one can be saved), but some He with-
holds from him. And on certain occasions He 
restrains and dispels from him the scorching 
assault of the enemy, while on others, He permits 
him to be tempted, that this trial may become to 
him a cause for drawing near to God (as I said 
before), and also that he may be instructed and 
have the experience of temptations. And such is 
the word of Scripture:  “The Lord left many 
nations, without driving them out; neither deliv-
ered He them into the hands of Jesus [ Joshua], 
the son of Navi, to chastise the sons of Israel by 
them, and that the tribes of the sons of Israel 
might be taught, and learn war.” For the righteous 
man who has no consciousness of his own weak-
ness walks on a razor’s edge, and is never far from 
falling, nor from the ravening lion—I mean the 
demon of pride. And again, a man who does not 
know his own weakness falls short of humility; 
and he who falls short of this, also falls short of 
perfection; and he who falls short of perfection is 
forever held by dread, because his city is not 
founded on pillars of iron, neither upon lintels of 
brass, that is, humility.

 

 Ascetical Homilies 8.
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1

 

Now these are the nations which the L

 

ord

 

 left, to test Israel by them, that is, all in Israel who

had no experience of any war in Canaan; 

 

2

 

it was only that the generations of the people of Israel

might know war, that he might teach war to such at least as had not known it before. 

 

3

 

These are

the nations: the five lords of the Philistines, and all the Canaanites, and the Sidonians, and the

Hivites who dwelt on Mount Lebanon, from Mount Baal-hermon as far as the entrance of

Hamath. 

 

4

 

They were for the testing of Israel, to know whether Israel would obey the command-

ments of the L

 

ord

 

, which he commanded their fathers by Moses. 
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Overview: Conflict, which confronts apathy 
and self-sufficiency, benefits human beings by 
fostering dependence upon God (Cassian). God 
allows small faults and failings to remain in those 
who possess great virtues to safeguard humility 
(Gregory the Great).

3:1-4 The Nations Are Left to Test Israel1

The Benefit of Testing. John Cassian: As 
useful as it is to me that you [the Lord] should 
leave me for a little while in order to test the 
steadfastness of my desire, so it is harmful if you 
let me be abandoned for too long because of my 
deserts and my sins. For no human strength will 
be able to endure by its own steadfastness if it is 
too long abandoned by your help in time of trial. 
Nor will it be able to give way instantly before the 
power and wherewithal of the adversary if you 
yourself, who are aware of human strengths and 
are the arbiter of our struggles,  “do not permit us 
to be tried beyond our capacity, but with the trial 
also provide a way out, so that we may be able to 
endure.”2

We read something like this as it appears in 
mystical fashion in the book of Judges with 
respect to the extermination of the spiritual 
nations that are opposed to Israel:  “These are the 
nations that the Lord forsook, so that by them he 
might instruct Israel, so that they might grow 
accustomed to fighting with their enemies.” And 
again, a little further on:  “The Lord left them so 
that he might test Israel with them, whether or 
not they would hear the commandments of the 
Lord that he had laid down for their forefathers 
by the hand of Moses.” God did not begrudge 
Israel their peace or look with malice upon them, 
but he planned this conflict in the knowledge that 
it would be beneficial. Thus, constantly 
oppressed by the onslaught of the nations, they 
would never feel that they did not need the Lord’s 
help. Hence they would always meditate on him 
and cry out to him, and they would neither lapse 
into sluggish inactivity nor lose their ability to 
fight and their training in virtue. For frequently 

security and prosperity have brought low those 
whom adversities cannot overcome. Confer-
ence 4.6.3-4.3

Safeguards for Humility. Gregory the 
Great: Almighty God shows wonderful provi-
dence in distributing his blessings. Frequently, by 
denying lesser gifts to those whom he has favored 
with great virtues, he offers their souls an oppor-
tunity for self-reproach. When they find them-
selves unable to reach the perfection they aspire 
to and see themselves struggling in vain for a 
mastery of virtues not granted them, they are not 
likely to pride themselves on the gifts they have 
received. For, when they see that of their own 
power they are incapable of overcoming small 
faults and slight imperfections, they begin to real-
ize that their great virtues were not self-acquired. 
For a similar reason the Lord destroyed the pow-
erful enemies who beset his chosen people on 
their way to the promised land, but [he] allowed 
the Philistines and Canaanites to survive, so that, 
as it is written,  “he might try Israel by them.” 
Sometimes, as I have said, those who have 
received exceptional graces are the very ones God 
allows to retain small imperfections so that they 
may always have obstacles with which to con-
tend. As a result they do not foster pride in their 
hearts even though they are victorious over pow-
erful enemies, for they realize that the weakest of 
adversaries still causes them great weariness. It is 
quite remarkable how one and the same person 
can be vigorous in virtue and weak with infirmity, 
and while strongly fortified on one side see him-
self laid waste on the other. The good, therefore, 
for which he is striving without success, makes 
him cherish humbly the gifts God has given him.

Why should we be surprised that this is true 
of people? Heaven itself witnessed the same 
occurrence, for some of its citizens were lost and 
some stood firm. Seeing one part fall through 
pride, the other, the chosen angels, kept their 

1For similar commentary, see Judg 2:20-23.   21 Cor 10:13.   3ACW 
57:158*.
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stand more humbly and therefore also more 
firmly. This loss, then, was beneficial for those 
citizens of heaven whom it helped to establish 
more firmly in their eternal condition. The same 
is true of us individually. A slight loss that safe-

guards humility can at times be of immense profit 
to a soul. Dialogue 3.14.4

3 : 7 - 1 1  O T H N I E L  J U D G E S  I S R A E L

7And the people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, forgetting the Lord their
God, and serving the Baals and the Asheroth. 8Therefore the anger of the Lord was kindled
against Israel, and he sold them into the hand of Cushan-rishathaim king of Mesopotamia; and the
people of Israel served Cushan-rishathaim eight years. 9But when the people of Israel cried to the
Lord, the Lord raised up a deliverer for the people of Israel, who delivered them, Othni-el the son
of Kenaz, Caleb’s younger brother. . . . 11So the land had rest forty years. Then Othni-el the son of
Kenaz died.

Overview: Othniel is understood to represent a 
member of the heavenly host who aids those who 
possess the inheritance of salvation. In the 
present, as he did in the past, God delivers the 
proud over to humiliation to heal them of their 
vice (Origen). History illustrates that lesser or 
greater impulses for conversion do not ensure 
steadfastness (Cassian).

3:7-8 Israel Handed Over to Mesopotamia

Humiliation and Humility. Origen: Now 
Chusarsaton’s1  name is translated as  “humilia-
tion.” They were delivered, then, to the hands of 
one who would humiliate them. And it was 
because they acted wickedly on the heights of the 
mountains against the Most High that he sent 
them to their humiliation. But I don’t want you 
to think that it is only in relation to the ancients 
that divine providence delivers those who were 
exalted in wickedness for the purpose of humili-
ating them and that they may be healed by such a 

wholesome remedy. Presently as well, almighty 
God’s healing providence is [not] lacking in rela-
tion to his church. Even now, there is a  “Chusar-
saton king of Mesopotamia” to whom souls are 
handed over for humiliation and affliction, souls 
who had moved themselves from despised Chris-
tian humility into pride and arrogance. The vice 
of pride is utterly hateful in the sight of God, for, 
as Scripture says,  “pride is the beginning of 
departure from God”2 and, again,  “God resists 
the proud, but gives grace to the humble.”3 Hom-
ilies on Judges 3.1.4

3:9 Israel Cried to the Lord

Othniel the Angel. Origen: It calls the sav-
ior  “Othniel,”5 which means  “the time of God for 
me.” Through this first Othniel, then, the people 

1“Chusarsaton” follows the LXX rendering of  “Cushan-rishathaim.”   
2Sir 10:13-14 LXX.   3Jas 4:6; 1 Pet 5:5; Prov 3:34.   4GCS 30:480.   5The 
LXX reads  “Gothoniel.”

4FC 39:134-35*.
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were delivered from their humiliating servility 
and were restored to peace rather than having 
their longstanding pride and various deeds 
removed. But because we already said that a cer-
tain spiritual identity can be found in King 
Chusarsaton as one of the adversaries and a 
prince of the  “powers of the air,”6 it seems to me 
fitting to say that Othniel likewise, who was 
raised up to deliver the people, is a member of the  
“host of heaven”7 and of the throng of archangels 
who  “are sent to support those who receive the 
inheritance of salvation.”8 These angels are sav-
iors, moreover, designated under the form of 
Othniel or Ehud, for, as we have often shown, we 
do not fight alone against the powers of the 
enemy, but good forces and powers are also sent 
to our aid by the Lord. Homilies on Judges 3.3.9

Beginnings Do Not Predict Progress. 
John Cassian: We frequently find this calling 
from need in Scripture as well, when we read that 
on account of their sins, the children of Israel 
were delivered over by the Lord to their enemies 
and that, having changed their course because of 
their domination and savage cruelty, they cried 
out to the Lord.  “And the Lord sent them,” it 
says,  “a deliverer named Ehud, the son of Gera, 
the son of Jemini, who used either hand as if it 
were his right hand.”10 And again it says,  “They 
cried out to the Lord, who raised up a deliverer 
for them, Othniel, the son of Kenaz, the younger 
brother of Caleb, and he freed them.” And it said 

of them in a psalm:  “When he killed them, then 
they sought him, and they turned and at dawn 
they came to God, and they remembered that 
God was their helper.”11 And again:  “They cried 
out to the Lord when they were troubled, and he 
freed them from their distress.”12

Of these three kinds [of calling from need], 
then, although the first two seem to be sup-
ported by better beginnings, nonetheless we 
find that even on the third level [recorded by the 
psalmist], which seems inferior and lukewarm, 
there have been people who are perfect and very 
fervent in spirit, similar to those who have made 
an excellent beginning in the Lord’s service and 
have passed the rest of their lives in praisewor-
thy intensity of spirit. Likewise there are many 
who have become tepid and have fallen from a 
higher level and very frequently ended up in 
tragedy. [Thus], just as it was no drawback to 
the former that they seem to have been con-
verted not by their own will but by force of 
necessity, inasmuch as the Lord’s kindness fur-
nished the occasion whereby they might feel 
compunction, likewise their having been con-
verted in some sublime fashion profited the lat-
ter nothing whatsoever, because they did not 
strive to live out the rest of their days accord-
ingly. Conference 3.4.5-3.5.1.13

3 : 1 2 - 3 1  E H U D  D E L I V E R S  I S R A E L

15But when the people of Israel cried to the Lord, the Lord raised up for them a deliverer,
Ehud, the son of Gera, the Benjaminite, a left-handed man. The people of Israel sent tribute by
him to Eglon the king of Moab. 16And Ehud made for himself a sword with two edges, a cubit in
length; and he girded it on his right thigh under his clothes. 17And he presented the tribute to Eglon

6Eph 2:2.   7See Deut 17:3ff; Lk 2:13; Acts 7:42.   8Heb 1:14.   9GCS 
30:482-83.   10Judg 3:15 LXX.   11Ps 78:34-35 (77:34-35 LXX).   12Ps 
107:6, 13, 19, 28 (106:6, 13, 19, 28 LXX).   13ACW 57:122*.
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king of Moab. Now Eglon was a very fat man. 18And when Ehud had finished presenting the trib-
ute, he sent away the people that carried the tribute. 19But he himself turned back at the sculptured
stones near Gilgal, and said, “I have a secret message for you, O king.” And he commanded,
“Silence.” And all his attendants went out from his presence. 20And Ehud came to him, as he was
sitting alone in his cool roof chamber. And Ehud said, “I have a message from God for you.” And
he arose from his seat. 21And Ehud reached with his left hand, took the sword from his right thigh,
and thrust it into his belly; 22and the hilt also went in after the blade, and the fat closed over the
blade, for he did not draw the sword out of his belly; and the dirt came out. . . .

30So Moab was subdued that day under the hand of Israel. And the land had rest for eighty
years.

Overview: Sparked by the Septuagint’s transla-
tion of Ehud’s handedness, favorable connota-
tions for the right hand promote anagogical 
interpretations. Spiritual ambidexterity may be 
attained by receiving both fortunate (right-
handed) and unfortunate (left-handed) things as 
beneficial (Cassian). The just possess two right 
hands and cheeks in order to defend against at-
tackers ( Jerome). Ehud’s slaying of Eglon sym-
bolizes how the sword of the gospel destroys 
hedonistic philosophy (Origen). Israel experi-
enced affliction by foreign foes before the monar-
chy, but also lengthy periods of peace (Augus-
tine).

3:15-21 Ehud Kills Eglon, King of Moab

The Arms of Righteousness. John Cas-
sian: These are the persons, then, who are 
referred to in holy Scripture as amphoterodexioi1

—that is, as ambidextrous. Ehud,  “who used 
either hand as if it were his right hand,” is 
described as such in the book of Judges. We shall 
also be able to possess this quality in a spiritual 
way if by a good and correct use we put the things 
which are considered fortunate and right-handed 
and the things which are called unfortunate and 
left-handed on the right side, that whatever 
befalls may become for us, in the words of the 
apostle,  “the arms of righteousness.” For we see 
that our inner man consists in two parts or, as I 
might say, two hands. No holy person can be 

without what we call the left hand, but perfect 
virtue is discerned in the fact that by proper use 
he turns both into a right hand. Conference 
6.10.1.2

Two Right Hands. Jerome: What did you 
mean by saying, two thousand fall at the side? Nat-
urally, when the right hand is designated and the 
left is not, the side is named in place of the left 
hand. It would not be right, certainly, for the just 
man to have a left hand:  “If someone strikes you on 
the right cheek,” counsels the Lord,  “turn to him 
the other also.”3 Notice that he did not say,  “the 
left also,” for it is not the left cheek that is offered, 
but another right cheek. I shall express this very 
plainly, therefore, by saying that the just man has 
two right cheeks. The man, Ehud, for example, 
who is written of in the book of Judges, is said to 
have two right hands because he was a just man 
and killed that fat stupid king.  “Though two thou-
sand fall at your side, ten thousand at your right 
hand.”4 There are very many who lie in wait at our 
right hand, not so many who plot against our left; 
[thus], a thousand fall at our side and ten thou-
sand at our right hand. Where there is greater 
combat, there is, of course, greater victory. Few lie 
in ambush at our side, but many at our right hand. 
Homilies on the Psalms 20 (Ps 90).5

1Following the LXX. The Hebrew reads “hindered in his right hand.”   
2ACW 57:224*.   3Mt 5:39.   4See Ps 91:7 (90:7 LXX).   5FC 48:161*.



Judges 4:1-10

113

The Sword of the Word. Origen: Let’s 
observe how Ehud, whose name means  “praise,” 
discharged his leadership. History teaches us, in 
its writings about King Eglon, how this most 
wise Ehud with particular skill and, if I may say, 
cunning but praiseworthy deception, would kill 
the tyrant Eglon, whose name means  “round” or  
“circular.” It was necessary, then, to have the 
quality of judges of our people as was this Ehud, 
whose name means  “praise,” so to cut through all 
his rolling motion and circuit of evil ways and to 
destroy the king of the Moabites. But Moabite is 
translated as  “flow” or  “effusion.” Who can the 
ruler or leader of this flowing and dissolute peo-
ple be seen or understood to be, therefore, other 
than the word of that philosophy which adjudges 
pleasure to be the highest good, a philosophy 
which the word of the gospel, which has been 
compared to a sword,6 killed and destroyed? And 
this prophetic word would become enclosed 
within their belly and lowest stomach by means 
of the  “ambidextrous” judge’s arguments, to 
extinguish the Moabites by assertion of the 
truth, enclosing also every sense of perverse doc-
trine and dull understanding  “which extols itself 

and rises against the spiritual knowledge of 
Christ,”7 so that by acting thus and by doing bat-
tle with the word of God, each judge of the 
church may also become a praising Ehud, about 
whom the Lord would say,  “Well done, good and 
faithful servant; you have been faithful over a 
few, so I will set you over many.”8 Homilies on 
Judges 4.1.9

3:30 The Land Had Rest for Eighty Years

Periods of War and Peace. Augustine: Now, 
judges were established over them from the time 
they took over the promised land and before the 
monarchy began. And even during this era, the 
children of iniquity, that is, foreign foes, afflicted 
them, for we read they had now peace, now war. 
Even so, you can find periods of peace in the age 
of the judges longer than that of Solomon, who 
reigned forty years. Specifically, under the judge 
named Ehud, there were eighty years of peace.
City of God 17.13.10

4 : 1 - 1 0  D E B O R A H  A N D  B A R A K

4Now Deborah, a prophetess, the wife of Lappidoth, was judging Israel at that time. 5She used
to sit under the palm of Deborah between Ramah and Bethel in the hill country of Ephraim; and
the people of Israel came up to her for judgment. 6She sent and summoned Barak the son of Abino-
am from Kedesh in Naphtali, and said to him, “The Lord, the God of Israel, commands you, ‘Go,
gather your men at Mount Tabor, taking ten thousand from the tribe of Naphtali and the tribe of
Zebulun. 7And I will draw out Sisera, the general of Jabin’s army, to meet you by the river Kishon
with his chariots and his troops; and I will give him into your hand.’ ” 8Barak said to her, “If you
will go with me, I will go; but if you will not go with me, I will not go.” 9And she said, “I will
surely go with you; nevertheless, the road on which you are going will not lead to your glory, for the
Lord will sell Sisera into the hand of a woman.” Then Deborah arose, and went with Barak to
Kedesh. 

6Eph 6:17; Heb 4:12.   7See 2 Cor 10:5.   8See Mt 25:21ff.   9GCS 
30:487-88.   10FC 24:60*.
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Overview: Prudent and good women, having 
the power to shape events and their husbands for 
good, ought to be imitated (Chrysostom). The 
perishing of Midian, Sisera and Jabin are under-
stood allegorically based upon the meaning of 
their names ( Jerome). Deborah’s success as a 
leader, judge, and prophetess demonstrates that it 
is valor, and not sex, that makes one strong 
(Ambrose).

4:4-9 Deborah Summons Barak to Battle

The Potency of Prudent Women. Chry-
sostom: Indeed, nothing—nothing, I repeat—is 
more potent than a good and prudent woman in 
molding a man and shaping his soul in whatever 
way she desires. For he will not bear with friends, 
or teachers, or magistrates in the same way as 
with his wife, when she admonishes and advises 
him. Her admonition, in fact, carries with it a 
kind of pleasure, because of his very great love of 
the one who is admonishing him. Moreover, I 
could mention many men, formerly harsh and 
stubborn, who have become more tractable by 
this means. She shares with him his table and 
couch, the procreating of his children, his spoken 
words and secret thoughts, his comings and 
goings, and a great many other things as well. She 
is devoted to him in all things and as closely 
bound to him as the body is fastened to the head. 
If she chances to be prudent and diligent, she will 
surpass and excel all in her solicitude for her hus-
band.

Therefore, I beseech women to carry this out 
in practice and to give their husbands only the 
proper advice. For, just as a woman has great 
power for good, so also she has it for evil. A 
woman destroyed Absalom; a woman destroyed 
Amnon; a woman would have destroyed Job; a 
woman saved Nabal from being murdered; a 
woman saved an entire nation.1

Furthermore, Deborah and Judith and innu-
merable other women directed the success of men 
who were generals.2 And that is why Paul said,  
“For how do you know, woman, whether you will 

save your husband?”3 In his day, too, we see Persis 
and Mary and Priscilla sharing in the apostle’s 
difficult trials.4 You also ought to imitate these 
women and mold the character of your husbands, 
not only by your words but also by your example.
Homilies on the Gospel of John 61.5

Judgment on Sisera and Jabin. Jerome: Be-
cause these nations have come as enemies against 
your people, let us hear what judgment the 
psalmist calls down upon them.  “Deal with them 
as with Midian; as with Sisera.”6 You have read 
the book of Judges; this is that Midian whom 
Gideon defeated.7  “As with Sisera and Jabin.” 
Jabin and Sisera are the foes whom Deborah and 
Barak conquered.  “At the torrent Kishon, who 
perished at Endor.”8 Deborah and Barak de-
stroyed Sisera, the general of the army. So much 
for what Scripture says; learn now what it means. 
Lord, because they are so arrogant, because they 
have come with a mighty army, because their 
prince is Nebuchadnezzar9 the king of the Assyr-
ians, because they are the forces of the sons of 
Lot,10 because they follow the example of the 
fallen angels, because in their pride they have 
claimed equality with you; for all these reasons, I 
beg of you to overpower them, not by a man but 
to their shame by a woman.

“They became dung on the ground.”11 Who? 
Midian, Sisera and Jabin, these three became 
putrid on the ground like dung. The name Mid-
ian means  “one who is negligent of judgment.” 
The warriors against your people are heedless of 
the judgment that is to come. Sisera is under-
stood as  “the vision of a horse.” Your people’s ene-
mies are not of your flock or of your herd but are 
stallions that rage with madness over the fillies. 
Stallions are always ready for battle.  “And Jabin.” 

12 Sam 13; Job 2:9-10; 1 Sam 25; Esther 7—8.   2Jdt 14—15.   31 Cor 
7:16.   4Rom 16; 1 Cor 16:19.   5FC 41:161-62*.   6Ps 83:9 (82:9 LXX).   
7Judg 7—8.   8Ps 83:10 (82:10 LXX).   9As Israel’s historical enemies, 
Nebuchadnezzar, who signifies the devil, and the Moabites and 
Ammonites, who signify the fallen angels, represent those who work 
against the church of Christ.   10See Gen 19:37-38.   11Ps 83:10 
(82:10 LXX).
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Jabin means  “discernment.” They who trust in 
their own wisdom and not in the glory of God rot 
on the ground like dung. They who were glorying 
in their army, whose king was the Assyrian, and 
who used to boast  “I will scale the heavens,”12 not 
only fell down to earth but on the ground became 
dung. Homilies on the Psalms 15 (Ps 82).13

Valor, Not Sex, Makes Strong. Ambrose: 
And in order that it may not seem as if only one 
widow had fulfilled this inimitable work, it seems 
in no way doubtful that there were many others 
of equal or almost equal virtue, for good seed 
corn usually bears many ears filled with grains. 
Do not doubt, then, that that ancient seedtime 
was fruitful in the characters of many women. 
But as it would be tedious to include all, consider 
some, and especially Deborah, whose virtue 
Scripture records for us.

For she showed not only that widows have no 
need of the help of a man, inasmuch as she, not at 
all restrained by the weakness of her sex, under-
took to perform the duties of a man, and did even 
more than she had undertaken. And, at last, 
when the Jews were being ruled under the leader-
ship of the judges, because they could not govern 
them with manly justice or defend them with 
manly strength, and so wars broke out on all 
sides, they chose Deborah, by whose judgment 
they might be ruled. And so one widow both 
ruled many thousands of men in peace and 
defended them from the enemy. There were many 
judges in Israel, but no woman before was a 
judge, as after Joshua there were many judges but 
none was a prophet. And I think that her judge-
ship has been narrated and her deeds described, 
that women should not be restrained from deeds 
of valor by the weakness of their sex. A widow, 
she governs the people; a widow, she leads armies; 
a widow, she chooses generals; a widow, she 

determines wars and orders triumphs. So, then, it 
is not nature which is answerable for the fault or 
which is liable to weakness. It is not sex but valor 
which makes strong.

And in time of peace there is no complaint, 
and no fault is found in this woman, whereas 
most of the judges were causes of no small sins to 
the people. But when the Canaanites, a people 
fierce in battle and rich in troops, successively 
joined them, showed a horrible disposition 
against the people of the Jews, this widow, before 
all others, made all the preparations for war. And 
to show that the needs of the household were not 
dependent on the public resources but rather that 
public duties were guided by the discipline of 
home life, she brings forth from her home her 
son14 as a leader of the army, that we may 
acknowledge that a widow can train a warrior; 
whom, as a mother, she taught, and, as judge, 
placed in command, as, being herself brave, she 
trained him, and, as a prophetess, sent to certain 
victory.

And lastly, her son Barak shows the chief part 
of the victory was in the hands of a woman when 
he said,  “If you will not go with me I will not go, 
because I do not know on what day the Lord will 
send his angel with me.”15 How great, then, was 
the might of that woman to whom the leader of 
the army says,  “If you will not go I will not go.” 
How great, I say, the fortitude of the widow who 
does not protect her son from dangers through 
motherly affection but rather with the zeal of a 
mother exhorts her son to go forth to victory, 
while saying that the decisive point of that vic-
tory is in the hand of a woman! Concerning 
Widows 8.43-46.16

12Is 14:13.   13FC 48:114-15*.   14That Deborah was Barak’s mother is 
inferred by Ambrose, perhaps, in part, from their close association and 
to her ascription as  “a mother in Israel” ( Judg 2:7).   15Judg 4:8 LXX.   
16NPNF 2 10:398-99*.
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4 : 1 1 - 2 4  T H E  B A T T L E  A G A I N S T  S I S E R A

15And the Lord routed Sisera and all his chariots and all his army before Barak at the edge of
the sword; and Sisera alighted from his chariot and fled away on foot. . . . 

18And Jael came out to meet Sisera, and said to him, “Turn aside, my lord, turn aside to me;
have no fear.” So he turned aside to her into the tent, and she covered him with a rug. 19And he
said to her, “Pray, give me a little water to drink; for I am thirsty.” So she opened a skin of milk
and gave him a drink and covered him. 20And he said to her, “Stand at the door of the tent, and if
any man comes and asks you, ‘Is any one here?’ say, No.” 21But Jael the wife of Heber took a tent
peg, and took a hammer in her hand, and went softly to him and drove the peg into his temple, till
it went down into the ground, as he was lying fast asleep from weariness. So he died. 22And behold,
as Barak pursued Sisera, Jael went out to meet him, and said to him, “Come, and I will show you
the man whom you are seeking.” So he went in to her tent; and there lay Sisera dead, with the tent
peg in his temple.

Overview: The triumph of Deborah and Jael 
over Sisera prefigures the battle of faith and the 
victory of the church (Ambrose). Jael is under-
stood to prefigure the Christian church due to 
the meaning of her name, her status as a foreigner 
and her role in achieving victory over Israel’s en-
emy (Origen). To ensure that God receives credit 
for great deeds, God uses the lowliest to accom-
plish them (Salvian).

4:21-22 Jael Kills Sisera in His Sleep

The Rise and Victory of the Church. 
Ambrose: So, then, Deborah foretold the event 
of the battle. Barak, as he was bidden, led forth 
the army; Jael carried off the triumph, for the 
prophecy of Deborah fought for her, who in a 
mystery revealed to us the rising of the church 
from among the Gentiles, for whom should be 
found a triumph over Sisera, that is, over the 
powers opposed to her. For us, then, the oracles 
of the prophets fought, for us those judgments 
and arms of the prophets won the victory. And 
for this reason it was not the people of the Jews 
but Jael who gained the victory over the enemy. 
Unhappy, then, was that people which could not 

follow up by the virtue of faith the enemy, whom 
it had put to flight. And so by their fault salvation 
came to the Gentiles; by Jewish sluggishness the 
victory was reserved for us.

Jael then destroyed Sisera, whom however the 
band of Jewish veterans had put to flight under 
their brilliant leader, for this is the interpretation 
of the name of Barak; for often, as we read, the 
sayings and merits of the prophets procured 
heavenly aid for the fathers. But even at that time 
was victory being prepared over spiritual wicked-
ness for those to whom it is said in the Gospel:  
“Come, you who are blessed of my Father, take 
possession of the kingdom prepared for you from 
the foundation of the world.”1 So the commence-
ment of the victory was from the fathers,2 its con-
clusion is in the church.

But the church does not overcome the powers 
of the enemy with weapons of this world but with 
spiritual arms,  “which are mighty through God 
to the destruction of strongholds and the high 
places of spiritual wickedness.”3 And Sisera’s 
thirst was quenched with a bowl of milk, because 
he was overcome by wisdom, for what is healthful 

1Mt 25:34.   2The patriarchs.   32 Cor 10:4.
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for us as food is deadly and weakening to the 
power of the enemy. The weapons of the church 
are faith, the weapons of the church are prayer, 
which overcomes the enemy.

And so according to this history a woman, 
that the minds of women might be stirred up, 
became a judge, a woman set all in order, a 
woman prophesied, a woman triumphed, and 
joining in the battle array taught men to war 
under a woman’s lead. But in a mystery it is the 
battle of faith and the victory of the church.
Concerning Widows 8.47-50.4

Jael Prefigures the Church. Origen: 
What, therefore, does the web of all this mystical 
history show us? The woman Jael, that foreigner 
about whom Deborah’s prophecy said that vic-
tory would be had  “through the hand of a 
woman,”5 symbolizes the church, which was 
assembled from foreign nations. But Jael’s name 
means  “ascent,” for truly there is no route 
whereby one may ascend into heaven except  
“through the church of the manifold wisdom of 
God.”6 She, therefore, while ascending from the 
corporeal to the spiritual and from the earthly to 
the heavenly, killed Sisera, who, as we have 
already said above, symbolizes the man of carnal 
or animal vices, for Sisera’s name means  “vision 
of a horse,” concerning which Scripture teaches:  
“Do not become like horses and mules, in which 
there is no understanding.”7 She killed him with a 

stake, then, which is to say that she overthrew 
him by the power and cunning of the wood of the 
cross. Nor is it without reason that the stake is 
described as having pierced his jaws, for that 
mouth which spoke of carnal things and that doc-
trine which preferred the glory of the flesh, 
deceiving and persuading the human race, by sec-
ular wisdom and by the idolatry of comfort, to 
live for selfish delights and pleasure, that very 
mouth, I say, is pierced and penetrated by the 
wood of the cross, in as much as the  “broad and 
easy way” of pleasure which is preached by phi-
losophy has been exposed by Christ, who showed 
that the  “way of our salvation is narrow and diffi-
cult.”8 [Thus], Jael the church sent Sisera the king 
of vices to his everlasting sleep covered with 
skins, that is, lulled to sleep by the mortification 
of his members.9 Homilies on Judges 5.5.10

Great Deeds Are God’s Work. Salvian 
the Presbyter: We read that when God wished 
it clearly understood that great deeds were done 
by him, they were done through a few or through 
the lowliest, lest the work of his heavenly hand be 
attributed to human strength. In this way the 
leader Sisera, before whom the Hebrew army 
trembled, was laid low by a woman. The Gover-
nance of God 7.8.11

5 : 1 - 3 1  T H E  S O N G  O F  D E B O R A H  A N D  B A R A K

1Then sang Deborah and Barak the son of Abino-am on that day:
2“That the leaders took the lead in Israel,

that the people offered themselves willingly,
blessd the Lord!

3“Hear, O kings; give ear, O princes;

4NPNF 2 10:399*.   5Judg 4:9.   6See Eph 3:10.   7Ps 32:9 (31:9 LXX).   
8See Mt 7:13.   9See Col 3:5.   10GCS 30:495-96.   11FC 3:195*.
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to the Lord I will sing,
I will make melody to the Lord, the God of Israel.” . . .

12“Awake, awake, Deborah!
Awake, awake, utter a song!

     Arise, Barak, lead away your captives,
O son of Abino-am.

13Then down marched the remnant of the noble;
the people of the Lord marched down for him f against the mighty.

d Or You who offered yourselves willingly among the people, bless f Gk: Heb me

Overview: The saints encourage one another, 
but every mind should be held captive to the obe-
dience of Christ (Procopius). Victory over one’s 
adversaries prompts melodic praise. The kings to 
which Deborah directs her song are understood 
to be believers who have Christ reigning in them 
(Origen).

5:1-3 Making Melody to the Lord

Victory Prompts a Song. Origen: The 
fourth song is in the book of Judges. Concerning 
it there is written,  “And Deborah and Barak the 
son of Abinoam sang on that day, saying, ‘That 
the princes took the lead in Israel, that the people 
offered themselves willingly, bless the Lord! Hear, 
O kings, give ear, O governors!’ ” and the rest. 
And the person who sings this ought to be a bee, 
whose product is used by kings and ordinary peo-
ple for their health. For  “Deborah,” who sings 
this song, means  “bee.” Moreover, Barak is with 
her; and his name means  “flashing.” And this 
song is sung after a victory, because no one can 
sing of what is perfect unless he has conquered 
his adversaries. Furthermore, it is said in this 
song,  “Awake, awake, Deborah! Stir up the thou-
sands of the people. Awake, awake, utter a song! 
Awake, Barak!” But you will find these matters 
more fully discussed in the homilies we have 
given on the book of Judges. Commentary on 
the Song of Songs, Prologue.1

5:3 Hear, O Kings

A Royal Priesthood. Origen: Hear, O kings. 
She names them  “kings” who are called together to 
hear the word of God. You should rejoice, people 
of God, at this emblem of your nobility. It is not as 
just any people that you are called to hear the word 
of God, but as a king, for to you it was said,  “You 
are a royal, priestly race, a people for God’s posses-
sion.”2 Because you are kings, therefore, Christ our 
Lord is rightly called the  “King of kings and the 
Lord of lords.”3 However, as you revel in this title 
of your nobility, you should also learn what each 
one of you must do to be a king. Let me outline it 
for you briefly. You are made a king if Christ reigns 
in you, for he is called a king by reigning. If also in 
you, therefore, the soul reigns and the body sub-
mits, if you put the concupiscence of the flesh 
under of yoke of your command, if you subdue 
every kind of vice by the tight bridle of your sobri-
ety, then you who know how to reign are also 
rightly called a  “king.” Homilies on Judges 6.3.4

5:12-13 Arise, Deborah!

I Can Do All Things Through Christ. 
Procopius of Gaza: “Awake, Awake, Deborah!” 
Increase righteousness, establish the people, arise 
for the glory of God and the salvation of the peo-
ple.  “Gathering strength, arise Barak!” Arise and 
establish [the people] as was said to Moses,  
“Stand by me.”5 David likewise said,  “Our feet 

1OSW 238.   21 Pet 2:9.   31 Tim 6:15; Rev 19:16.   4GCS 30:501.
5Ex 38:21.  
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stand in your courts, O Jerusalem.”6  “He set my 
feet upon the rock.”7 Therefore, gathering 
strength, arise and say,  “I can do all things 
through Christ who strengthens me!”8  “You are 
my strength and my song, O Lord.” But also you, 
Deborah, strengthen Barak. For the saints also 
give courage to us in the power of the Lord, 
instructing our souls against our enemies. But 
every mind should be held captive to the obedi-

ence of Christ.9  And if, Deborah, you should fall 
in your work, like what happened to Jonathan 
[when he tasted the honey],10 may your soul be 
strengthened by the sweet taste of prophecy.
Commentary on Judges 5.12.11 

6 : 1 - 1 0  M I D I A N I T E  O P P R E S S I O N

1The people of Israel did what was evil in the sight of the Lord; and the Lord gave them into
the hand of Midian seven years. 2And the hand of Midian prevailed over Israel; and because of
Midian the people of Israel made for themselves the dens which are in the mountains, and the
caves and the strongholds. 

Overview: As the people of Israel were handed 
over to physical enemies when they neglected 
God’s commandments, so Christians, as the spir-
itual Israel, may expect to face demonic powers 
when they forsake God’s grace (Origen).

6:1 The Lord Delivers Israel to Midian

The Spiritual Israel. Origen: The  “land 
was at rest” as long as sin was at rest. But the land 
is said to be disturbed, meaning those who 
inhabit the land, when the souls of the people 
began to move and to dislocate in sin. This is why 
the text was written this way:  “The land was at 
rest for forty years. And the sons of Israel did evil 
in the sight of the Lord, and the Lord delivered 
them into the hand of Midian for seven years. 
And Midian ruled over Israel.” As long as there 
was justice in the land, therefore, that is, in those 
who inhabited the land, the land is said to be at 
rest. But when iniquity arose and  “they did evil in 

the sight of the Lord,” then the Lord is said to 
have delivered them into the hand of Midian for 
seven years. Nor are the Midianites said to have 
ruled over the people of the Lord as long as they 
observed the commandments of the Lord. But 
when they began to neglect the divine mandates, 
the hand of their enemy became stronger and 
more powerful against them. Yet, whereas their 
bodily enemies arose and strengthened against 
them when the first people failed, against us, on 
the other hand, who are called the spiritual Israel, 
a spiritual enemy will arise and the hand of 
demons will be strengthened when we neglect the 
commandments of God and hold the precepts of 
Christ in contempt, and we will be delivered to 
our own enemies when we forsake God’s grace.
Homilies on Judges 7.1.1

1GCS 30:504-5.

6Ps 121:2 LXX.    7Ps 40:2 (39:2 LXX).   8Phil 4:13.    92 Cor 10:5.    10Cf. 
1 Sam 14:27ff.    11PG 87.1:1056.
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6 : 1 1 - 1 8  T H E  L O R D  C A L L S  G I D E O N

11Now the angel of the Lord came and sat under the oak at Ophrah, which belonged to Joash
the Abiezrite, as his son Gideon was beating out wheat in the wine press, to hide it from the Mid-
ianites. 12And the angel of the Lord appeared to him and said to him, “The Lord is with you, you
mighty man of valor.”

Overview: Gideon’s selection as deliverer and 
his threshing in the winepress prefigure Christ’s 
incarnation and the refinement of the saints 
(Ambrose). It is in the church that the final sepa-
ration between the good grain of holiness and the 
chaff of sin takes place (Caesarius of Arles).

6:11-12 The Angel of the Lord Appears to 
Gideon

Prefiguring the Future Incarnation. 
Ambrose: When Jerubbaal,1 as we read, was 
beating out wheat under an oak, he received a 
message from God in order that he might bring 
the people of God from the power of strangers 
into liberty. Nor is it a matter of wonder if he was 
chosen for grace, seeing that even then, being 
appointed under the shadow of the holy cross and 
of the adorable Wisdom in the predestined mys-
tery of the future incarnation, he was bringing 
forth the visible grains of the fruitful corn from 
their hiding places and was [mystically] separat-
ing the elect of the saints from the refuse of the 
empty chaff. For these elect, as though trained 
with the rod of truth, laying aside the superflu-
ities of the old man together with his deeds, are 

gathered in the church as in a winepress. For the 
church is the winepress of the eternal fountain, 
since from it wells forth the juice of the heavenly 
Vine. On the Holy Spirit 1, Prologue 1.2

The Church as Winepress. Caesarius of 
Arles: When Gideon, the son of Joash, was 
beating the grain of wheat with a rod under an 
oak tree, he merited to hear an angel promise 
that he would deliver God’s people from the 
power of their enemies. It is no wonder that he 
was chosen for a special grace, when by the pre-
destined mystery of the future incarnation he 
was even then seated under the shade of the 
cross of holy and venerable wisdom. He was 
bringing the tangible grains of a fruitful field out 
of their concealment, separating choice holy men 
from the rubbish of useless chaff. Putting aside 
the superfluities of the old man and his actions 
by treating them with the rod of experienced 
truth, they are assembled in the church as in a 
winepress. The church is the winepress of the 
eternal fountain in which abounds the fruit of 
the heavenly vine. Sermon 117.1.3

1Gideon; cf. Judg 6:32.   2NPNF 2 10:93*.   3FC 47:177*.
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6 : 1 9 - 2 4  G I D E O N  S A C R I F I C E S  T O  T H E  L O R D

19So Gideon went into his house and prepared a kid, and unleavened cakes from an ephah of
flour; the meat he put in a basket, and the broth he put in a pot, and brought them to him under
the oak and presented them. 20And the angel of God said to him, “Take the meat and the unleav-
ened cakes, and put them on this rock, and pour the broth over them.” And he did so. 21Then the
angel of the Lord reached out the tip of the staff that was in his hand, and touched the meat and
the unleavened cakes; and there sprang up fire from the rock and consumed the flesh and the
unleavened cakes; and the angel of the Lord vanished from his sight.

Overview: As the fire consumes Gideon’s offer-
ing to the angel of God, the sacrament of the 
body and blood of Christ, which spiritually puri-
fies Christians, is anticipated (Ambrose, Gregory 
the Great).

6:19-21 The Angel of God Burns Gideon’s 
Offering

The Rock as the Body of Christ. Ambrose: 
Gideon, moved by that message, when he heard 
that though thousands of the people failed, God 
would deliver his own from their enemies by 
means of one man, offered a kid, and according to 
the word of the angel, laid its flesh and the unleav-
ened cakes upon the rock and poured the broth 
upon them. And as soon as the angel touched them 
with the end of the staff which he bore, fire burst 
forth out of the rock, and so the sacrifice which he 
was offering was consumed. By which it seems 
clear that that rock was a figure of the body of 
Christ, for it is written:  “They drank of that rock 
that followed them, and that rock was Christ.”1 
This certainly refers not to his Godhead but to his 
flesh, which watered the hearts of the thirsting 
people with the perpetual stream of his blood.

Even at that time was it declared in a mystery 
that the Lord Jesus in his flesh would, when cru-
cified, do away the sins of the whole world, and 
not only the deeds of the body but the desires of 
the soul. For the flesh of the kid refers to sins of 

deed, the broth to the enticements of desire, as it 
is written:  “For the people greedily lusted, and 
said, ‘Who shall give us flesh to eat?’ ”2 That the 
angel then stretched forth his staff and touched 
the rock, from which fire went out, shows that 
the flesh of the Lord, being filled with the divine 
Spirit, would burn away all the sins of human 
frailty. Wherefore, also, the Lord says,  “I have 
come to send fire upon the earth.”3 On the Holy 
Spirit 1, Prologue 2-3.4

Crucifying the Flesh. Gregory the Great: 
“But I say to you that whoever looks on a woman 
lustfully has committed adultery with her already 
in his heart.”5  “The pus is wiped off,”6 therefore, 
when sin is not only severed from the deed but 
also from the thought. It is hence that Jerubbaal 
saw the angel when he was winnowing corn from 
the chaff, at whose request he immediately pre-
pared a kid and set it upon a rock and poured 
over it the broth of the flesh, which the angel 
touched with a rod and fire came out of the rock 
and consumed it. For what else is it to beat corn 
with a rod, but to separate the grains of virtues 
from the chaff of vices with an upright judgment? 
But to those that are thus employed the angel 
presents himself, in that the Lord is more ready 
to communicate interior truth to the extent that 

11 Cor 10:4.   2Num 11:4.   3Lk 12:49.   4NPNF 2 10:93*.   5Mt 5:28.   
6See Job 2:8.
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people are more earnest in ridding themselves of 
external things. And he orders a kid to be killed, 
that is, every appetite of the flesh to be sacrificed, 
and the flesh to be set upon a rock and its broth 
to be poured upon it. Whom else does the rock 
represent except him of whom it is said by Paul,  
“And that rock was Christ”?7 We  “set flesh upon 
the rock,” then, when in imitation of Christ we 
crucify our body. He too pours the broth of the 
flesh over it who, in following the conduct of 
Christ, empties himself even of the mere 
thoughts of the flesh themselves. For the  “broth” 
of the dissolved flesh is in a manner  “poured 

upon the rock” when the mind is emptied of the 
flow of carnal thoughts too. Yet the angel directly 
touches it with a rod, in that the might of God’s 
assistance never deserts our striving. And fire 
issues from the rock and consumes the broth and 
the flesh, in that the Spirit, breathed upon us by 
the Redeemer, lights up the heart with so fierce a 
flame of remorse that it consumes everything in it 
that is unlawful either in deed or in thought.
Morals on the Book of Job 3.30.8

6 : 2 5 - 3 2  T H E  A S H E R A H  A N D  T H E  A L T A R  O F  B A A L

25That night the Lord said to him, “Take your father’s bull, the second bull seven years old, and
pull down the altar of Baal which your father has, and cut down the Asherah that is beside it; 26and
build an altar to the Lord your God on the top of the stronghold here, with stones laid in due order;
then take the second bull, and offer it as a burnt offering with the wood of the Asherah which you shall
cut down.” 27So Gideon took ten men of his servants, and did as the Lord had told him; but because he
was too afraid of his family and the men of the town to do it by day, he did it by night.

Overview: By sacrificing the bull, which is a 
type of Christ, Gideon foreshadowed the sole ca-
pacity of Jesus’ sacrifice to bring redemption and 
the future cessation of sacrifices (Ambrose).

6:25-27 An Altar to the Lord Replaces Idol 
Worship

The End of Sacrifices. Ambrose: Then the 
man, instructed and foreknowing what was to be, 
observes the heavenly mysteries, and therefore, 
according to the warning, killed the bull destined 
for idols by his father, and himself offered to God 
another bull seven years old. By doing this he most 
plainly showed that after the coming of the Lord 

all Gentile sacrifices should be done away and that 
only the sacrifice of the Lord’s passion should be 
offered for the redemption of the people. For that 
bull was, in a type, Christ, in whom, as Isaiah said, 
dwelled the fullness of the seven gifts of the Spirit.1 
This bull Abraham also offered when he saw the 
day of the Lord and was glad.2 He it is who was 
offered at one time in the type of a kid,3 at another 
in that of a sheep, at another in that of a bull. Of a 
kid, because he is a sacrifice for sin; of a sheep, 
because he is an unresisting victim; of a bull, 
because he is a victim without blemish. On the 
Holy Spirit 1, Prologue 4.4

1Is 11:2.   2Jn 8:56.   3Lev 4:23, 28.   4NPNF 2 10:93-94*.

71 Cor 10:4.   8LF 18:169-70*.
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6 : 3 3 - 4 0  T H E  F L E E C E  A N D  T H E  D E W

36Then Gideon said to God,  “If thou wilt deliver Israel by my hand, as thou hast said, 37behold,
I am laying a fleece of wool on the threshing floor; if there is dew on the fleece alone, and it is dry
on all the ground, then I shall know that thou wilt deliver Israel by my hand, as thou hast said.”
38And it was so. When he rose early next morning and squeezed the fleece, he wrung enough dew
from the fleece to fill a bowl with water. 39Then Gideon said to God, “Let not thy anger burn
against me, let me speak but this once; pray, let me make trial only this once with the fleece; pray,
let it be dry only on the fleece, and on all the ground let there be dew.” 40And God did so that night;
for it was dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground there was dew.

Overview: Gideon asked for another sign, not 
due to lack of faith but in order to signify divine 
mysteries. The fleece was placed on a threshing 
floor to symbolize a plentiful harvest of virtues 
from among the Gentiles. The dew wrung out of 
the fleece into a basin prefigures the Lord’s wash-
ing of his disciples’ feet (Ambrose). The absence of 
dew on the fleece illustrates how, in former times, 
God’s justice was manifested in the law (Augus-
tine). The appearance of dew symbolizes Jesus’ 
ministry, first to the Jews, then to the Gentiles 
(Augustine, Caesarius of Arles). As the Lord 
was to come down like rain upon a fleece, the dew 
is recognized as the divine Word (Origen, Am-
brose). God’s truth, like dew, ceased to fall upon 
Israel and began to water the rest of the world 
( Jerome). Like moisture in a cloud, the dew-filled 
fleece represents God’s grace hidden within Israel, 
whereas the dew on the floor represents the mani-
festation of God’s grace through Christ. Since 
grace is no longer hidden but openly manifested, 
Christians who contend that righteousness is a re-
sult of nature are in error and without excuse (Au-
gustine). Mary, the mother of the lamb of God, is 
recognized in the fleece (Maximus of Turin).

6:36-40 Gideon Asks God for Signs of 
Victory

Speaking in Mysteries. Ambrose: Someone 

perhaps will enquire whether Gideon does not 
seem to have been lacking in faith, seeing that 
after being instructed by many signs he asked 
[for] still more. But how can he seem to have 
asked as if doubting or lacking in faith, who was 
speaking in mysteries? He was not doubtful then, 
but careful so that we would not doubt. For how 
could he be doubtful whose prayer was effectual? 
And how could he have begun the battle without 
fear, unless he had understood the message of 
God? For the dew on the fleece signified the faith 
among the Jews, because the words of God come 
down like the dew. On the Holy Spirit 1, Pro-
logue 6.1

A Plentiful Harvest. Ambrose: Nor was it 
without a reason that he put the fleece neither in 
a field nor in a meadow, but in a threshing floor, 
where the harvest of the wheat is:  “For the har-
vest is plenteous, but the laborers are few;”2 
because, through faith in the Lord, there was 
about to be a harvest fruitful in virtues. On the 
Holy Spirit 1, Prologue 10.3

Washing the Disciples’ Feet Prefigured. 
Ambrose: Nor, again, was it without a reason 
that he dried the fleece of the Jews and put the 
dew from it into a basin, so that it was filled with 

1NPNF 2 10:94*.   2Lk 10:2.   3NPNF 2 10:94*.
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water, yet he did not himself wash his feet in that 
dew. The prerogative of so great a mystery was to 
be given to another. He was being waited for who 
alone could wash away the filth of all. Gideon was 
not great enough to claim this mystery for him-
self, but  “the Son of man came not to be minis-
tered to, but to minister.”4 Let us, then, recognize 
in whom these mysteries are seen to be accom-
plished. Not in holy Gideon, for they were still at 
their commencement. Therefore the Gentiles 
were surpassed, for dryness was still upon the 
Gentiles, and therefore did Israel surpass them, 
for then did the dew remain on the fleece.

Let us come now to the gospel of God. I find 
the Lord stripping himself of his garments and 
girding himself with a towel, pouring water into a 
basin, and washing the disciples’ feet.5 That heav-
enly dew was this water, this was foretold, 
namely, that the Lord Jesus Christ would wash 
the feet of his disciples in that heavenly dew. On 
the Holy Spirit 1, Prologue 11-12.6

The Law and the Fleece. Augustine: Again 
on this subject7 it is written:  “For through the 
law comes the knowledge of sin. But now, apart 
from the law, the justice of God is made mani-
fest, being witnessed by the law and the proph-
ets.”8 When he says  “made manifest” he shows 
that it had existed but was like the dew for 
which Gideon asked; then it was not visible on 
the fleece, but now it is made manifest on the 
ground around. Therefore, since law without 
grace could only strengthen rather than kill 
sin—as it is written:  “ The sting of death is sin 
and the strength of sin is the law”9—and as 
many flee to grace for refuge from the face of sin 
which had been so enthroned, to grace lying 
manifest, as it were, on the ground, so at that 
time few fled to it [grace] for refuge, invisible as 
it were, on the fleece. Indeed, this division of 
times belongs to the depth of the riches of the 
wisdom and of the knowledge of God, of which 
it is said:  “How incomprehensible are his judg-
ments and how unsearchable his ways!”10 Let-
ter 177.11

Dew Signifies Jesus’ Ministry. Augustine: 
“And he shall come down like rain into a fleece, 
and like drops distilling upon the earth.”12 He has 
reminded and admonished us that what was done 
by Gideon the judge has its end in Christ. He 
asked the Lord for a sign, that a fleece laid on the 
floor should alone be rained upon and the floor 
should be dry; and again, that the fleece alone 
should be dry and the floor should be rained 
upon; and so it happened. This dry fleece, which 
lay upon a floor in the midst of the whole round 
world, signified the former people Israel. There-
fore, Christ came down like rain upon the fleece 
while the floor remained dry; concerning this he 
said,  “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel.”13 There [in Israel] he selected a 
mother through whom he would receive the 
[bodily] form of a servant in order to appear to 
humanity: there he gave this command to the dis-
ciples, saying,  “Don’t go in the direction of the 
nations or enter into the cities of the Samaritans: 
go first to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”14 
When he said, go  “first” to them, he also showed 
that afterward, when the floor was to be rained 
upon, they would also go to other sheep who 
were not of the former people of Israel. Concern-
ing these he says,  “I have other sheep which are 
not of this fold; I need to bring in them also, that 
there may be one flock and one Shepherd.”15 For 
this reason the apostle also says,  “For I say that 
Christ was a minister of the circumcision for the 
truth of God, to confirm the promises of the 
patriarchs.”16 Thus rain came down upon the 
fleece, while the floor remained dry. Regarding 
this he continues,  “so that the nations should glo-
rify God for his mercy,”17 and, when the time 
arrived, that what he says by the prophet should 
be fulfilled,  “a people whom I have not known 
has served me, in listening attentively it has 
obeyed me.”18 We now understand that the nation 

4Mt 20:28.   5Jn 13:8.   6NPNF 2 10:94-95*.   7That is, how divine law 
and grace relate to human nature.   8Rom 3:20-21.   91 Cor 15:56.   
10Rom 11:33.   11FC 30:104.   12Ps 71:6 LXX.   13Mt 15:24.   14Mt 10:5-6.   
15Jn 10:16.   16Rom 15:8.   17Rom 15:9.   18Ps 18:43-44 (17:43-44 LXX).
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of the Jews has remained dry of Christ’s grace, 
and all the nations throughout the whole round 
world are being rained upon by clouds full of 
Christian grace. He has indicated this rain with 
another phrase, as he says that  “drops [are] dis-
tilling” no longer upon the fleece but  “upon the 
earth.” For what else is rain but drops distilling? I 
think that the above [ Jewish] nation is signified 
as a fleece either because they were to be stripped 
of the authority of teaching—just as a sheep is 
stripped of its skin—or because he was hiding 
that same rain in a secret place and did not desire 
that it should be preached to those who were not 
circumcised, that is, to be revealed to uncircum-
cised nations. Explanations of the Psalms 
72.9.19

The Dew of a Heavenly Visitation. Cae-
sarius of Arles: Now, although Gideon was 
brave and confident, still he sought fuller proofs 
of victory from the Lord, saying,  “If indeed you 
are going to save Israel through me, as you prom-
ised, O Lord, I am putting this woolen fleece on 
the threshing floor. If dew comes on the fleece, 
while all the ground is dry, I shall know that you 
will save the people through me, as you prom-
ised.” That is what took place. Afterwards, he 
added that the second time dew should pour over 
all the ground and only the fleece be dry; and so it 
happened. The dew on the fleece was faith in 
Judea, for the words of God descend as dew; for 
this reason Moses says,  “May my discourse be 
awaited like the rain, and my words descend like 
the dew.”20 Thus, when the whole world was 
dried up from the unproductive heat of Gentile 
superstition, then there was the dew of a heav-
enly visitation upon the fleece, that is, in Judea. 
However, after  “the lost sheep of the house of 
Israel”21 (foreshadowing, I think, the figure of the 
fleece of the Jews) refused the fountain of living 
water, the dew of faith dried up in the hearts of 
the Jews, and that divine stream turned its path 
to the hearts of the Gentiles. For this reason, the 
whole world is now moist with the dew of faith, 
but the Jews destroyed their prophets and advis-

ers. It is no wonder that they submit to the dry-
ness of faithlessness, since the Lord God deprived 
them of the fruitful rains of the prophets, say-
ing,  “I will command the clouds not to send rain 
upon that vineyard.”22 Salutary is the rain of the 
prophetic cloud, as David said:  “He shall be like 
rain coming down on the meadow, like showers 
watering the earth.”23 The sacred writings of the 
whole world promised us this rain which watered 
the world at the advent of our Lord and Savior 
with the dew of the divine spirit. Thus, the dew 
has already come, and also the rain; the Lord 
came and brought with him heavenly showers. 
For this reason, we who thirsted before now 
drink, and by an interior drinking [we] absorb 
that divine spirit. Therefore, holy Gideon foresaw 
that by perceiving faith, even tribes and nations 
would drink the true heavenly dew. Sermon 
117.4.24

The Dew of the Word. Origen: But now 
let’s see why, in the first sign,  “dew fell upon the 
fleece, whereas the ground was dry,” and in the 
second sign,  “dew fell upon the ground, while 
the fleece remained dry,” an indication which 
Gideon accepted as a pledge that the Lord 
would save Israel through his hand. The ratio-
nale for this mystery is to be seen in what I 
remember from one of our preceding books, 
which characterized the people of Israel as a  
“fleece,” with the surrounding ground being the 
Gentiles, while the dew that fell  “upon the 
fleece” was the word of God written for this 
people alone.25 For only to Israel did the dew of 
the divine law arrive, whereas all the surround-
ing nations remained dry, none of them being 
infused with the moisture of divine locution. In 
the second sign, however, where he asked that 
the dew fall on the ground and that the fleece 
remain dry, a completely different rationale can 
be observed. We should see this entire people, 
who were gathered together from nations 

19NPNF 1 8:329**.   20Deut 32:2.   21Mt 15:24.   22See Is 5:6.   23Ps 72:6 
(71:6 LXX).   24FC 47:179-80*.   25See Ps 72:6 (71:6 LXX).
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around the world, now having within them-
selves the divine dew; see them infused with the 
dew of Moses, irrigated by the word of the 
prophets; see them green from evangelical and 
apostolic water. The fleece, however, that is, the 
Jewish people, suffers aridity and dryness in the 
word of God, according to which it is written:  
“ The children of Israel will be for a long time 
without king, without prince, without prophet; 
they will have no altar, no victim, no sacrifice.”26 
You can see how they remain arid, how they 
are stricken with drought of the word of God. 
. . . Even the seventy-first psalm, as I have often 
discussed with them, moves me to this conclu-
sion because, when it describes the advent of 
Christ, it foretells his coming as rain on a fleece 
and as showers on the earth. Here in Judges a 
fleece is mentioned and in the psalm, also,  
“fleece” is the word chosen. For he will  “descend 
like rain,” it says,  “on a fleece.” He descends, 
therefore, on that fleece of the people of circum-
cision and  “like showers upon the earth,” mean-
ing that our Lord Jesus Christ descends on the 
remainder of the earth, dripping upon us and 
bringing the  “dew of heaven”27 to us Gentiles 
also, that we too may drink who were on the 
previously arid surrounding land. Homilies on 
Judges 8.4.28

The Dew of the Divine Word. Ambrose: 
But what does this mean:  “Until the day on 
which the Lord shall send rain on the earth”? 
except that he, too,  “shall come down like rain 
upon a fleece, and like the drops that water the 
earth.”29 In this passage the mystery of the old 
history is disclosed where Gideon, the warrior of 
the mystic conflict, receiving the pledge of future 
victory, recognized the spiritual sacrament in the 
vision of his mind, that that rain was the dew of 
the divine Word, which first came down on the 
fleece, when all the earth was parched with con-
tinual drought, and by a second true sign, moist-
ened the floor of all the earth with a shower, 
while dryness was upon the fleece. Concerning 
Widows 3.18.30

The Dryness of Israel. Jerome: The truth of 
the Lord reaches even to the clouds. The clouds 
are the apostles and prophets; to them he gave the 
command not to rain upon Israel. This is in 
agreement with history as recorded in the book of 
Judges, where it speaks of the fleece that was dry 
while rain fell upon the rest of the world. It 
means that Israel is dry and the rain is pouring 
down over the whole world. Homilies on the 
Psalms 24 (Ps 96).31

Christ, the Sweetness of Dew. Augus-
tine: What did Gideon’s fleece signify? It is like 
the nation of the Jews in the midst of the world, 
which had the grace of sacraments, not indeed 
openly manifested, but hidden in a cloud or in a 
veil, like the dew in the fleece. The time came 
when the dew was to be manifested in the floor; it 
was manifested, no longer hidden. Christ alone is 
the sweetness of dew: him alone you do not rec-
ognize in Scripture, for whom Scripture was 
written. But yet,  “they have heard all the words of 
your mouth.” Explanations of the Psalms 
138.7.32

Grace Hidden, Then Manifested. Augus-
tine: But some, like the Jews in former times, 
both wish to be called Christians, and—still 
ignorant of God’s righteousness—desire to estab-
lish their own, even in our own times of open 
grace, of the full revelation of grace that was pre-
viously hidden, that is, in the times of grace now 
manifested in the floor, which had before lay hid-
den in the fleece. . . . Gideon, one of the righteous 
men of old, asked for a sign from the Lord, and 
said,  “I pray, Lord, that this fleece which I put on 
the floor would be wet with dew, and that the 
floor would be dry.” And it was so. The fleece was 
wet with dew while the whole floor was dry. In 
the morning he wrung out the fleece in a basin—
since grace is given to the humble—and you 

26Hos 3:4.   27See Gen 27:28; Deut 33:13; Is 45:8; Dan 4:12ff.   28GCS 
30:511-12.   29Ps 71:6 LXX.   30NPNF 2 10:394*.   31FC 48:193*.   
32NPNF 1 8:634*.
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know what the Lord did to his disciples [with 
water] in a basin.33 He asked for yet another sign:  
“O Lord, I [pray] that the fleece would be dry, 
and the floor wet with dew.” And it was so. Con-
sider how, in the time of the Old Testament, 
grace was hidden in a cloud, as the rain in the 
fleece. Note also the time of the New Testament: 
if you consider the nation of the Jews, you will 
find it like the dry fleece, whereas the whole 
world, like that floor, is full of grace, not hidden 
but manifested. Therefore we are greatly com-
pelled to grieve for our brothers who strive 
against openly manifested, rather than hidden, 
grace. There is allowance for the Jews, but what 
shall we say of Christians? For what reason are 
you enemies of Christ’s grace? Why do you rely 
on yourselves? Why are you unthankful? Why did 
Christ come? Wasn’t [human] nature here before, 
which you only deceive by your excessive praise? 
Wasn’t the law here? But the apostle says,  “If 
righteousness comes through the law, then Christ 
died in vain.”34 What the apostle says of the law, 

we say regarding nature concerning these peo-
ple.  “If righteousness comes through [human] 
nature, then Christ died in vain.” Sermon 81.9.35

Comparing Mary with Fleece. Maximus of 
Turin: Rightly, then, do we compare Mary with 
fleece—she who conceived the Lord in such a 
way that she absorbed him with her whole body; 
nor did she undergo a rending of that same body, 
but she was tender in submission and firm in 
chastity. Rightly, I say, is Mary compared with 
fleece—she from whose offspring saving gar-
ments are woven for the people. Clearly Mary is 
fleece since from her tender womb came forth the 
Lamb who himself, bearing his mother’s wool 
(that is, flesh), covers the wounds of all peoples 
with a soft fleece. For every wound of sin is cov-
ered with the wool of Christ, tended by the blood 
of Christ, and, so that it may receive health, 
clothed in the garment of Christ. Sermon 97.3.36

7 : 1 - 8  T H E  R E D U C T I O N  O F  G I D E O N ’ S  A R M Y

1Then Jerubbaal (that is, Gideon) and all the people who were with him rose early and
encamped beside the spring of Harod; and the camp of Midian was north of them, by the hill of
Moreh, in the valley.

2The Lord said to Gideon, “The people with you are too many for me to give the Midianites
into their hand, lest Israel vaunt themselves against me, saying, ‘My own hand has delivered me.’
3Now therefore proclaim in the ears of the people, saying, ‘Whoever is fearful and trembling, let
him return home.’ ” And Gideon tested them;i twenty-two thousand returned, and ten thousand
remained. . . .

5So he brought the people down to the water; and the Lord said to Gideon, “Every one that laps
the water with his tongue, as a dog laps, you shall set by himself; likewise every one that kneels
down to drink.” 6And the number of those that lapped, putting their hands to their mouths, was
three hundred men; but all the rest of the people knelt down to drink water. 7And the Lord said to

33See Jn 13.   34Gal 2:21.   35NPNF 1 6:503-4**.   36ACW 50:261.
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Gideon, “With the three hundred men that lapped I will deliver you, and give the Midianites into
your hand; and let all the others go every man to his home.” 

i Cn: Heb and depart from Mount Gilead

Overview: As a lesson to all who would boast in 
their own strength, Gideon’s army is reduced so 
that God would be proved the victor (Salvian). 
As the Lord had Gideon send home those who 
were afraid to fight, Christ purges his camp of 
fearful followers (Origen). Kneeling and drink-
ing from the stream allegorically refers to the sub-
mission to the power of God and to drinking 
from the unadulterated waters of the orthodox 
doctrine (Gregory the Great). The three hun-
dred men, who lapped the water as dogs, signify 
the sign of the cross. These are praised as good 
dogs for their good behavior in guarding against 
the church’s enemies (Augustine, Bede). By 
drinking in this manner they demonstrate their 
knowledge that temperance is developed by limit-
ing the intake of water (Evagrius of Pontus). 
Gideon’s trumpets and lighted torches inside 
pitchers allegorically symbolize the mystery of 
the Trinity (Ambrose).

7:1-2 Preparing for the Battle

Glorying Against God. Salvian the Pres-
byter: Against the Midianites, also, who, as the 
book of Judges relates, had filled all places like 
locusts, Gideon was ordered to lead a few men 
into battle. It was not that he did not have many 
in his army, but that he was forbidden to lead 
many into battle, lest the multitude might claim 
for itself some share of the victory. Hence, when 
he had gathered thirty thousand armed fighters, 
the Lord spoke thus to him:  “the people with you 
are too many, and the Midianites shall not be 
given into their hands.”

What happened next? He left only three hun-
dred fighters to the man who was about to fight 
against countless thousands of barbarians. 
Indeed, he ordered the line of soldiers to be 
reduced to the smallest number in order that 

their fewness would not permit them to realize 
any credit from the prosecution of the divinely 
waged war. Why the Lord acted thus, he himself 
very clearly stated, saying,  “lest Israel glory 
against me and say, ‘I am saved by my own 
strength.’ ” Let them hear, I say, let all the unjust 
and the presumptuous hear. Let all the powerful 
hear what God says when he says,  “Lest Israel 
glory against me and say,  ‘I am saved by my own 
strength.’ ”

I say, let them hear, all those who hurl blasphe-
mies and statements contrary to the above, let 
them who place their hope in human beings hear 
these things. God says that all who presume they 
can be liberated by their own strength speak 
against him. The Governance of God 7.8-9.1

7:3 Whoever Is Fearful

Culling Out the Fearful and Anxious. 
Origen: Does not the leader of our army, the 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, call out now to his 
soldiers and say, Whoever is  “fearful and anxious 
of heart,” let him not come to war with me? For 
this is also what he says in the Gospels in other 
words but with the same meaning:  “Whoever 
does not take his own cross and come after me is 
not worthy of me,”2 and again:  “Whoever does 
not renounce all that he has cannot be my disci-
ple.”3 Is not Christ thus culling out the fearful 
and anxious and sending them from his camp? . . . 
But don’t let such a life of warfare turn you away; 
there really is nothing difficult, nothing arduous 
or impossible in it. Homilies on Judges 9.1.4

7:5-7 Those Who Lapped Will Attack

Only the Upright Qualify. Gregory the 
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Great: And they were brought to the river to 
drink the waters; and whoever drank the waters 
with bended knees were removed from the strug-
gle of war. For by the waters is designated the 
doctrine of wisdom, but by the unbended knee 
righteous conduct. Therefore those who are 
reported to have bent their knees while drinking 
the water retired from the strife of battles, having 
been forbidden because Christ proceeds to battle 
against the enemies of the faith with those who, 
when they drink the streams of doctrine, do not 
distort the uprightness of their actions. For all are 
said at that time to have drunk the water, but not 
all [are said] to have stood with unbended knee. 
And those who bent their knees while they were 
drinking the waters were rejected because, as the 
apostle witnesses,  “It is not the hearers of the law 
who are just before God, but the doers of the law 
will be justified.”5 For since weakness of conduct 
is, as we have said, signified by this very bending 
of the knees, it is rightly said again by Paul:  “Lift 
up the hands that droop and the feeble knees and 
make straight steps with your feet.”6 Therefore 
those who proceed under Christ as their leader to 
battle, are those who exhibit in their conduct that 
which they profess with their mouth, who drink 
spiritually the streams of doctrine and yet are not 
carnally distorted by wicked works. Morals on 
the Book of Job 30.25.7

Lapping Like Dogs. Augustine: Dogs are 
commendable, not abominable. They observe 
fidelity toward their master, and before his house 
they bark against enemies. He has not simply said  
“of dogs” but  “of your dog.” Nor are their teeth 
praised, but their tongue is: for it was not indeed 
to no purpose, not without a great mystery, that 
Gideon was bidden to lead those alone who 
should lap the water of the river like dogs. Of 
such sort not more than three hundred among so 
great a multitude were found. In this number is 
the sign of the cross because of the letter T [tau], 
which signifies three hundred in the Greek 
numeral characters. Explanations of the 
Psalms 68.29.8

Praiseworthy Dogs. Augustine: Dogs 
should not always be taken in an evil sense; oth-
erwise the prophet would not blame  “dogs not 
able to bark and loving to dream.”9 Doubtless 
they would be praiseworthy dogs if they both 
knew how to bark and loved to watch. And cer-
tainly those three hundred men—a most sacred 
number according to the letter of the cross10—
would not have been chosen to win the victory 
because they lapped water as dogs do, unless 
some great mystery were signified. Good dogs 
watch and bark to protect their house and their 
master, their flock and their shepherd. Finally, 
even here in the praises offered by the church, 
when a selection is made from this prophecy, it is 
the tongue of dogs that is mentioned, not their 
teeth. Letter 149.11

Obtaining Temperance. Evagrius of Pon-
tus: Limiting one’s intake of water helps a great 
deal to obtain temperance. This was well under-
stood by the three hundred Israelites accompany-
ing Gideon just when they were preparing to 
attack Midian. Praktikos 17.12

The Fire of God. Ambrose: For the same 
reason13 was it that when Gideon was about to 
overcome the Midianites, he commanded three 
hundred men to take pitchers, and to hold lighted 
torches inside the pitchers, and trumpets in their 
right hands. Our predecessors have preserved the 
explanation received from the apostles, that the 
pitchers are our bodies, fashioned of clay, which 
do not know fear if they burn with the fervor of 
the grace of the Spirit, and bear witness to the 
passion of the Lord Jesus with a loud confession 
of the voice. Who, then, can doubt the divinity of 
the Holy Spirit, since where the grace of the 
Spirit is, there the manifestation of the divinity 

5Rom 2:13.   6Heb 12:12.   7LF 31:417*.   8NPNF 1 8:295*.   9Is 56:10.   
10As C is the symbol for 100 and is the initial letter of crux, or cross, 
300 (CCC) would be most sacred.   11FC 20:247*.   12CS 4:21.
13Namely, as Ambrose was arguing immediately heretofore, that God 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are all fire, as revealed variously at the 
burning bush to Moses and at Pentecost, inter alia.
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appears. By this evidence we infer not a diversity 
but the unity of the divine power. For how can 
there be a severance of power, where the effect of 
the working in all is one? Neither can there be the 
grace of the sacraments where there is no forgive-
ness of sins. What, then, is that fire? Not cer-
tainly one made up of common twigs or roaring 
with the burning of the reeds of the woods, but 
that fire which improves good deeds like gold and 
consumes sins like stubble. This is undoubtedly 
the Holy Spirit, who is called both the fire and 
light of the countenance of God: light as we said 
above:  “The light of your countenance has been 
sealed upon us, O Lord.”14 What is, then, the 
light that is sealed, but that of the seal of the 
Spirit, believing in whom,  “you were sealed,” he 
says,  “with the Holy Spirit of promise.”15 And as 
there is a light of the divine countenance, so, too, 
does fire shine forth from the countenance of 
God, for it is written:  “A fire shall burn in his 
sight.”16 For the grace of the day of judgment 
shines beforehand, that forgiveness may follow to 
reward the service of the saints. O the great full-
ness of the Scriptures, which no one can compre-
hend with human genius! O greatest proof of the 
divine unity! For how many things are pointed 
out in these two verses! On the Holy Spirit 
1.167-70.17

Victory Through the Cross. Bede: Just as 
the six hundred years of life which Noah com-
pleted prior to entering the ark18 designate the 
perfection of faith and confession of those who 
approach the church’s sacraments of heavenly 
grace and perpetual reward, so also does the three 
hundred and fifty years that he lived after the 
great flood19 typify the perfection of those who, 
having received the sacraments of life, zealously 
and faithfully serve the Lord until death. For we 
say that three hundred, because it is denoted in 
Greek by the letter tau, which is written in the 
shape of a cross, most aptly signifies those who 
resolve not to glory except in the cross of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.20 Hence Gideon, at the Lord’s 
command and with his assistance, conquered the 
innumerable army of the Midianites with three 
hundred men, thus teaching figuratively that by 
faith in the Lord’s cross we will be victorious in 
the wars waged against us both by this world and 
by our own vices. On Genesis 2.9.21

7 : 9 - 2 5  G I D E O N  A T T A C K S  T H E  M I D I A N I T E S

13When Gideon came, behold, a man was telling a dream to his comrade; and he said, “Behold,
I dreamed a dream; and lo, a cake of barley bread tumbled into the camp of Midian, and came to
the tent, and struck it so that it fell, and turned it upside down, so that the tent lay flat.” 14And his
comrade answered, “This is no other than the sword of Gideon the son of Joash, a man of Israel;
into his hand God has given Midian and all the host.”

15When Gideon heard the telling of the dream and its interpretation, he worshiped; and he

14Ps 4:6 LXX.   15Eph 1:13.   16Ps 50:3 (49:3 LXX).   17NPNF 2 10:112*. 
The critical edition in CSEL 79 numbers the paragraphs differently, 
147-50 here. The sentence  “Neither can there be the grace of the sac-
raments where there is no forgiveness of sins” is included here but was 
left untranslated and omitted by NPNF.   18See Gen 7:6.   19See Gen 
9:28.   20See Gal 6:14.   21CCL 118A:140.



Judges 7:9-25

131

returned to the camp of Israel, and said, “Arise; for the Lord has given the host of Midian into
your hand.” . . .

19So Gideon and the hundred men who were with him came to the outskirts of the camp at the
beginning of the middle watch, when they had just set the watch; and they blew the trumpets and
smashed the jars that were in their hands. 20And the three companies blew the trumpets and broke
the jars, holding in their left hands the torches, and in their right hands the trumpets to blow; and
they cried, “A sword for the Lord and for Gideon!” 21They stood every man in his place round
about the camp, and all the army ran; they cried out and fled. . . .

25And they took the two princes of Midian, Oreb and Zeeb; they killed Oreb at the rock of
Oreb, and Zeeb they killed at the wine press of Zeeb, as they pursued Midian; and they brought
the heads of Oreb and Zeeb to Gideon beyond the Jordan.

Overview: Gideon is a type of Christ, while 
Gideon’s victorious army is a type of the victorious 
martyrs who won their battle in Christ’s name 
(Gregory the Great). The names of Midian’s 
princes reveal mysteries of the Savior ( Jerome).

7:15 The Lord Gives Victory Over Midian

Gideon Typifies Christ. Gregory the 
Great: I think it will not be amiss if we consider 
at greater length this war of the Midianites, which 
was intentionally introduced by the prophet in 
comparison with the coming of the Lord.1 For in 
the book of Judges Gideon is described as having 
fought against the Midianites. . . . Why then is it 
that such a battle is brought forward by the 
prophet, and why is victory in that battle com-
pared with the coming of our Redeemer? Did the 
prophet intend to point out to us that that victori-
ous battle under the command of Gideon was a 
type of the coming of our Redeemer? Such deeds 
were doubtless there wrought, which, the more 
they exceed the usual mode of fighting, are the 
less removed from the mystery of prophecy. For 
whoever went forth to battle with pitchers and 
lamps? Who, when going against arms, ever aban-
doned his arms? These things would have been 
truly absurd to us, had they not been terrible to 
the enemies. But we have learned by the evidence 
of the victory itself not to regard these things 
which were done as of little account. Gideon, 

therefore, coming to battle, signifies to us the 
coming of our Redeemer, of whom it is written:  
“Lift up, O princes, your gates, and be lifted up 
you everlasting doors, and the King of glory shall 
come in. Who is this King of glory? The Lord 
strong and mighty. The Lord mighty in battle.”2 
He prophesied of our Redeemer not only by his 
doings but also by his name. For Gideon is inter-
preted  “going about in the womb.” For our Lord 
embraces all things by the power of his majesty, 
and yet he came through the grace of the dispen-
sation assuming the nature of a human being in 
the womb of the Virgin. Who then is he who goes 
about in the womb except almighty God, redeem-
ing us by his own dispensation, embracing all 
things by his divinity and taking a human’s nature 
in the womb? In the womb he was both incarnate 
and not confined because he was both within the 
womb by the substance of his infirmity and 
beyond the world by the power of his majesty. 
Morals on the Book of Job 30.25.3

7:20 Advancing with Trumpets and Torches

An Army of Glittering Martyrs. Gre-
gory the Great: They go forth therefore to bat-
tle with trumpets, with lamps and with pitchers. 

1Cf. Is 9:4, “For the yoke of his burden, and the staff of his shoulder, 
the rod of his oppressor, you have broken as in the day of Midian.”   2Ps 
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This, as we have said, was an unusual order of 
battle. They sounded with the trumpets, and the 
pitchers were held in their left hands. But lamps 
were placed within the pitchers; but, when the 
pitchers were broken, the lamps appeared, and by 
their flashing light the frightened enemies are put 
to flight. The trumpets signify, therefore, the 
loud voice of preachers, the lamps the brightness 
of their miracles, and the pitchers the frailty of 
their bodies. For our leader led forth with him to 
the contest of preaching, so as by making light of 
their bodily safety would overthrow their ene-
mies by dying and would overcome their swords, 
not by arms, not by words, but by patience. For 
our martyrs came armed under their leader to 
battle, but armed with trumpets, with pitchers, 
with lamps. And they sounded with their trum-
pets when preaching. They broke their pitchers 
when exposing their bodies to dissolution by the 
swords of the enemy in their suffering. They 
shone forth with lamps when, after the dissolu-
tion of their bodies, they flashed forth with mira-
cles. And their enemies were presently put to 
flight, because, when they beheld the bodies of 
dead martyrs glittering with miracles, they were 
overpowered by the light of truth and believed 
that which they had impugned. They sounded 
therefore with the trumpets that the pitchers 
might be broken; the pitchers were broken that 
the lamps might appear; the lamps appeared that 
the enemies might be put to flight. That is, the 
martyrs preached until their bodies were dis-
solved in death; their bodies were dissolved in 
death that they might shine forth with miracles; 
they shone forth with miracles that they might 
overthrow their enemies with divine light, so that 

they might no longer stand up and resist God but 
fear him and submit to him. Morals on the 
Book of Job 30.25.4

7:25 Oreb and Zeeb Are Killed

Gideon’s Victory. Jerome: They who were 
glorying in their army, whose king was the Assyr-
ian and who used to boast  “I will scale the heav-
ens,”5 not only fell down to earth but on the 
ground became dung. 

“Make their nobles.” What nobles? Those who 
fight against your people.  “Like Oreb and Zeeb; 
all their chiefs like Zebah and Zalmunna.”6 I sup-
pose you have read in the book of Judges the story 
of Gideon, who is also called Jerubbaal, how he 
outwitted those four kings while fighting for the 
people of God and put an end to them. And 
notice the kind of nobles these Midianites are 
who abandoned the judgment of God:  “Oreb and 
Zeeb; all their chiefs like Zebah and Zalmunna.” 
Who would dream that such words contain mys-
teries of the Savior? The philosophers read them 
and smile; the rhetoricians read them and sneer. 
Not only the rhetoricians, however, but the Jews, 
too; they have not the key to their treasures, for a 
veil covers their eyes.7  “Oreb” means a  “hole in 
which a snake lurks”;  “Zeeb” equals  “wolf.” 
Mark, now, the names of the chiefs of Christ’s 
opponents:  “Zebah,”  “victim or spoil that the 
wolf will strangle”; and  “Zalmunna,”  “masters of 
malice.” See, then, the divine secrets hidden away 
in names? Homilies on the Psalms 15 (Ps 82).8

4LF 31:417-18*.   5Is 14:13.   6Ps 82:11 LXX.    72 Cor 3:15.   8FC 
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[ 8 : 1 - 3 5  T H E  D E F E A T  O F  T H E  M I D I A N I T E S ]

[ 9 : 1 - 6  A B I M E L E C H  S E E K S  K I N G S H I P ]

9 : 7 - 1 5  J O T H A M ’ S  P A R A B L E

7When it was told to Jotham, he went and stood on the top of Mount Gerizim, and cried aloud
and said to them, “Listen to me, you men of Shechem, that God may listen to you. 8The trees once
went forth to anoint a king over them; and they said to the olive tree, ‘Reign over us.’ 9But the olive
tree said to them, ‘Shall I leave my fatness, by which gods and men are honored, and go to sway
over the trees?’ 10And the trees said to the fig tree, ‘Come you, and reign over us.’ 11But the fig tree
said to them, ‘Shall I leave my sweetness and my good fruit, and go to sway over the trees?’ 12And
the trees said to the vine, ‘Come you, and reign over us’  13But the vine said to them, ‘Shall I leave
my wine which cheers gods and men, and go to sway over the trees?’ 14Then all the trees said to the
bramble, ‘Come you, and reign over us.’ 15And the bramble said to the trees, ‘If in good faith you
are anointing me king over you, then come and take refuge in my shade; but if not, let fire come out
of the bramble and devour the cedars of Lebanon.’ ”

Overview: Although fictitious, fables in secular 
and sacred writings communicate a message 
through metaphor and should not be regarded as 
lies (Augustine). Jotham’s parable recounts the 
history of God’s involvement with humanity and 
foretells the future reign of chastity (Methodius).

9:8-15 The Trees and the Bramble

Truth in Fiction. Augustine: And no one 
has been so illiterate as to think that similar 
fables of Aesop, related for the same purpose, 
ought to be called lies. But also in the sacred writ-
ings such passages are found, as in the book of 
Judges the trees look for a king to rule over them 
and speak to the olive and the fig and the vine and 
the bramble. Surely, all this is invented in order 

that we may reach the matter intended by means 
of a narrative [that is] fictitious, to be sure, but 
bearing a true and not a false signification.
Against Lying 13.28.1

The Future Reign of Chastity. Method-
ius: But lest I should appear to some to be so-
phistical, and to conjecture these things from 
mere probabilities, and to babble, I will bring for-
ward to you, O virgins, from the Old Testament, 
written prophecy from the book of Judges, to 
show that I speak the truth, where the future 
reign of chastity was already clearly foretold. . . . 

Now it is clear that these things are not said of 
trees growing out of the earth. Inanimate trees 
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cannot be assembled in council to choose a king 
since they are firmly fixed to the earth by deep 
roots. But on the whole these things are narrated 
concerning souls that—before the incarnation of 
Christ—luxuriated too deeply in transgressions, 
who approach God as beggars asking for mercy so 
that they may be governed by his pity and com-
passion. This mercy is what Scripture expresses 
by the figure of the olive, because oil is of great 
advantage to our bodies: it takes away our fatigue 
and ailments and offers light. For all lamplight 
increases when nourished by oil. So also God’s 
mercies entirely dispel death, assist the human 
race and nourish the light of the heart. Consider 
the laws [which were in effect] from the first cre-
ated man successively on to Christ. Weren’t they 
imaginatively set forth in these words by the 
Scripture, in opposition to which the devil has 
deceived humanity? In it the fig tree has been 
associated with the command given to the man in 
paradise, because, when he was deceived, he cov-
ered his nakedness with the leaves of a fig tree;2 
and the vine [has been related] to the instruction 
given to Noah at the time of the deluge, because 
he was mocked when overpowered by wine.3 The 
olive signifies the law given to Moses in the 
desert, because the prophetic grace, the holy oil, 
had failed from their inheritance when they broke 
the law. Lastly, the bramble aptly refers to the law 

that was given to the apostles for the salvation of 
the world: by their instruction we have been 
taught virginity, which is the only figure that the 
devil has not been able to make into a deceptive 
image. For this reason, also, the four Gospels 
have been given, because God has four times 
given the gospel to the human race4 and has 
instructed them by four laws, the times of which 
are clearly known by the diversity of the fruits. 
For the fig tree, on account of its sweetness and 
richness, represents the delights of man, which 
he had in paradise before the fall. Indeed, as we 
shall afterwards show, the Holy Spirit5 frequently 
takes the fruit of the fig tree as an emblem of 
goodness. But the vine, on account of the glad-
ness produced by wine and the joy of those who 
were saved from wrath and from the deluge, sig-
nifies the change produced from fear and anxiety 
into joy.6 Moreover, the olive, on account of the 
oil that it produces, indicates the compassion of 
God, who again, after the deluge, bore patiently 
when people turned aside to ungodliness, so that 
he gave them the law and manifested himself to 
some, and nourished by oil the light of virtue, 
which is now almost extinguished. Banquet of 
the Ten Virgins 10.2.7

[ 9 : 1 6 - 2 5  J O T H A M ’ S  C U R S E ]

[ 9 : 2 6 - 4 5  G A A L  L E A D S  A  R E V O L T ]

2Gen 3:7.   3Gen 9:22.   4That is, with Adam, Noah, Moses, and 
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9 : 4 6 - 5 7  T H E  D E A T H  O F  A B I M E L E C H

50Then Abimelech went to Thebez, and encamped against Thebez, and took it. 51But there was a
strong tower within the city, and all the people of the city fled to it, all the men and women, and shut
themselves in; and they went to the roof of the tower. 52And Abimelech came to the tower, and
fought against it, and drew near to the door of the tower to burn it with fire. 53And a certain woman
threw an upper millstone upon Abimelech’s head, and crushed his skull. . . . 56Thus God requited the
crime of Abimelech, which he committed against his father in killing his seventy brothers.

Overview: Abimelech’s ultimate failure to be-
come king exemplifies the illusory benefit of hu-
man wisdom (Basil).

9:50-53 Abimelech at the Tower of Thebez

The Profit of Human Wisdom. Basil the 
Great: The homicide Abimelech, bastard son of 
Gideon, killed the seventy legitimate sons, and, 
thinking he had hit upon a ruse for securing his 

grasp on the royal power, he destroyed his accom-
plices in the crime. He, however, was in turn 
destroyed by them and in the end was slain with a 
stone cast by a woman’s hand. . . . In short, count-
less examples teach us that the profit of human 
wisdom is illusory, for it is a meager and lowly 
thing and not a great and preeminent good. On 
Humility.1

[ 1 0 : 1 - 9  P H I L I S T I N E  O P P R E S S I O N ]

[ 1 0 : 1 0 - 1 8  I S R A E L  R E T U R N S  T O  T H E  L O R D ]

[ 1 1 : 1 - 1 1  J E P H T H A H ’ S  L E A D E R S H I P  I S  S O U G H T ]
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[ 1 1 : 1 2 - 2 8  J E P H T H A H ’ S  M E S S A G E

T O  T H E  A M M O N I T E S ]

1 1 : 2 9 - 3 3  J E P H T H A H ’ S  V O W  A N D  V I C T O R Y

30And Jephthah made a vow to the Lord, and said, “If thou wilt give the Ammonites into my
hand, 31then whoever comes forth from the doors of my house to meet me, when I return victorious
from the Ammonites, shall be the Lord’s, and I will offer him up for a burnt offering.” 32So Jeph-
thah crossed over to the Ammonites to fight against them; and the Lord gave them into his hand.
33And he smote them from Aroer to the neighborhood of Minnith, twenty cities, and as far as Abel-
keramim, with a very great slaughter. So the Ammonites were subdued before the people of Israel.

Overview: God caused Jephthah’s daughter to 
meet him so that he and others would be fearful 
of making a rash vow and sacrificing a fellow hu-
man being (Ephrem, Jerome). Augustine reasons 
that the wording of Jephthah’s vow indicates that 
he intended to sacrifice a human being.

11:30-31 Jephthah Makes a Vow to the Lord

On Human Sacrifice. Ephrem the Syrian: 
People imitate those who do good deeds, there-
fore, not out of love for these good deeds but 
because of their utility. . . . The king of Moab 
took note of Jephthah.1 But, because it was his 
firstborn and a human being rather than an ani-
mal that he killed, God took pity on him, since he 
did it in affliction and not through love. In the 
case of Jephthah, if it had been one of his servants 
who had been first to encounter him, he would 
have killed him. But, in order that people would 
not engage in the sacrifice of their fellow human 
beings, he caused his own daughter to meet him, 
so that others would be afraid, lest they offer 
human beings by vow to God. Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron 10.3.2

A Rash Vow. Jerome: And whereas he [ Jovin-

ianus] prefers the fidelity of the father Jephthah 
to the tears of the virgin daughter, that corrobo-
rates our point. For we are not commending vir-
gins of the world so much as those who are 
virgins for Christ’s sake. Most Hebrews blame 
the father for the rash vow he made,  “If you will 
indeed deliver the children of Ammon into my 
hand, then it shall be that whatsoever comes out 
of the doors of my house to meet me, when I 
return in peace from the children of Ammon, it 
shall be for the Lord’s, and I will offer it up for a 
burnt offering.” Supposing (the Hebrews say) a 
dog or an ass had met him, what would he have 
done? Their meaning is that God so ordered 
events that he who had improvidently made a 
vow should learn his error by the death of his 
daughter. Against Jovinianus 1.23.3

Human Sacrifice Intended. Augustine: 
With these words [of his vow] at any rate Jeph-
thah did not vow some kind of animal that he 
could offer as a whole burnt offering according to 
the law; it is neither customary now nor was it in 
the past that cattle would run to meet generals 
returning victoriously from war. As far as mute 
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animals are concerned, dogs often run to meet 
their masters and sport with them in fawning ser-
vitude. But Jephthah could not have been think-
ing about dogs in his vow, because it would seem 
that he would have vowed not only something 
unlawful but also something contemptible and 
unclean according to the law. It would have been 
an insult to God. Nor does he say,  “I will offer as 
a whole burnt offering whatever will come out of 
the doors of my house to meet me.” He says,  “I 

will sacrifice whoever comes out of my house.” 
Thus, there can be no doubt that he was thinking 
of nothing else than a human being—not his only 
daughter, however. Yet who would have been able 
to surpass her in her father’s eyes except perhaps 
his wife? Questions on Judges 49.6.4

1 1 : 3 4 - 4 0  J E P H T H A H  F U L F I L L S  H I S  V O W

34Then Jephthah came to his home at Mizpah; and behold, his daughter came out to meet him
with timbrels and with dances; she was his only child; beside her he had neither son nor daughter.
35And when he saw her, he rent his clothes, and said, “Alas, my daughter! you have brought me
very low, and you have become the cause of great trouble to me; for I have opened my mouth to the
Lord, and I cannot take back my vow.” 36And she said to him, “My father, if you have opened your
mouth to the Lord, do to me according to what has gone forth from your mouth, now that the
Lord has avenged you on your enemies, on the Ammonites.” 37And she said to her father, “Let this
thing be done for me; let me alone two months, that I may go and wander p on the mountains, and
bewail my virginity, I and my companions.” 38And he said, “Go.” And he sent her away for two
months; and she departed, she and her companions, and bewailed her virginity upon the moun-
tains. 39And at the end of two months, she returned to her father, who did with her according to his
vow which he had made. She had never known a man. And it became a custom in Israel  40that the
daughters of Israel went year by year to lament the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days in
the year.

p  Cn: Heb go down

Overview: Scripture lacks an evaluation of Jeph-
thah’s vow and its fulfillment in order to exercise 
the minds of those who seek the righteousness 
and law of God (Augustine). The apparent cru-
elty of the sacrifice of Jephthah’s daughter begs 
for spiritual explanation, which is found in its 
symbolism of the shedding of the blood of the 

martyrs (Origen). God was not carnally pleased 
by whole burnt offerings but by the meaning 
these sacrifices carried and the future they fore-
shadowed (Augustine). As this example shows, 
it is sometimes contrary to duty to fulfill a prom-
ise (Ambrose). By not preventing the vow’s ful-
fillment, God exhibits clemency, not cruelty, 
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because the instance ensured that it would never 
be repeated (Chrysostom). The virgin’s de-
meanor and resolve turn an otherwise grievous 
error into a pious sacrifice (Ambrose). Augustine 
distinguishes between the literal sacrifice of a hu-
man being, which is displeasing to God, and the 
sacrificing of one’s own well-being for the sake of 
righteousness.

11:34-38 Celebration Turns to Grief

Scripture’s Silence Provides Mental 
Exercise. Augustine: The Scriptures do not 
seem to pass judgment on this vow and its fulfill-
ment as it does quite clearly in the case of Abra-
ham, when he was ordered to sacrifice his son and 
did so. Rather the Scriptures seem to have only 
recorded the matter and left it to the reader to 
evaluate, just as in the case of Judah, Jacob’s son, 
who in ignorance lay with his daughter-in-law 
but committed fornication by the very act, 
because he thought her to be a prostitute. The 
Scriptures never approve nor disapprove of the 
act explicitly but let the matter stand, to be evalu-
ated and contemplated after consulting the right-
eousness and law of God. Therefore, the Scrip-
tures of God do not offer any comment in either 
the vow or its fulfillment, so that our mind might 
be put to work to pass judgment on this matter 
and so that we might now say that such a vow 
displeased God and led to the punishment that 
his only daughter, of all people, ran out to meet 
her father. Questions on Judges 49.7.1

Defending Sacrifice. Origen: The remain-
ing sacrifices, of which those relating to the law 
are a symbol, are akin to this sacrifice. But in ad-
dition, the other sacrifices akin to this sacrifice 
seem to me to be the shedding of the blood of the 
noble martyrs. It was not in vain that the disciple 
John saw them standing beside the heavenly al-
tar.2  “But who is wise, that he shall understand 
these things? Or intelligent, and he shall know 
them?”3

Now comprehend, even if to a limited extent, 

the more spiritual sense of such sacrifices which 
cleanse those for whom they are offered; one 
must understand the sense of the sacrifice of the 
daughter of Jephthah who was offered as a burnt 
offering because of the vow of him who con-
quered the children of Ammon. She who was 
offered as a burnt offering consented to this vow, 
for, when her father said,  “I have opened my 
mouth to the Lord against you,” she said to him,  
“And if you have opened your mouth to the Lord 
against me, perform your vow.”

Such accounts give an appearance of great 
cruelty to God to whom such sacrifices are 
offered for humanity’s salvation. We need a gen-
erous and perceptive spirit in order to refute the 
reproaches made against providence and, at the 
same time, to make a defense of all the sacrifices 
insofar as they are rather mysterious and beyond 
human nature.Commentary on the Gospel of 
John 6.276-78.4

11:39-40 Jephthah Honors His Vow

Sacrifice As Shadow of Reality to Be 
Revealed. Augustine: As regards to the fact 
that Jephthah sacrificed his daughter to God as a 
whole burnt offering, these are the facts: he had 
vowed that if he were to obtain the victory, he 
would offer as a whole burnt offering whoever 
would come out of his house and meet him; 
because he had vowed this and won the battle and 
his daughter had been the one to meet him first, he 
fulfilled his vow. This event has become a great 
and rather difficult question to settle both for 
some who investigate the matter with piety and 
genuinely seek to know what this passage means 
and for some who out of ignorant impiety oppose 
the Holy Scriptures and call this a horrible mis-
deed that the God of the law and prophets would 
have delighted in sacrifices, yes, even human sacri-
fices. First let us reply to their calumnies by noting 
that the whole burnt offerings of cattle did not 
delight the God of the law and the prophets—or 
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as I prefer to say, the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob. What pleased God about those sacrifices 
was that they were full of meaning and a foreshad-
owing of future things. We, however, have the very 
substance which was foreshadowed by these sacri-
fices that he wished to commend to us. Moreover, 
there was also a very pertinent reason why those 
sacrifices have been changed so that they no longer 
are commanded but even forbidden: it is so that we 
may not think that God is pleased by such sacri-
fices according to some carnal passion. Ques-
tions on Judges 49.1.5

Fulfilling an Oath. Ambrose: It is also 
sometimes contrary to duty to fulfill a promise or 
to keep an oath. As was the case with Herod, 
who swore that whatever was asked he would 
give to the daughter of Herodias, and so allowed 
the death of John, that he might not break his 
word.6 And what shall I say of Jephthah, who 
offered up his daughter in sacrifice, she having 
been the first to meet him as he returned home 
victorious; whereby he fulfilled the vow which he 
had made that he would offer to God whatever 
should meet him first. It would have been better 
to make no promise at all than to fulfill it in the 
death of his daughter. Duties of the Clergy 
1.50.264.7

One Death Prevents Others. Chrysos-
tom: For Jephthah likewise, when he had prom-
ised that the first thing that met him, after a vic-
torious battle, he would sacrifice, fell into the 
snare of child murder; for his daughter first meet-
ing him, he sacrificed her, and God did not forbid 
it. And I know, indeed, that many of the unbe-
lievers impugn us of cruelty and inhumanity on 
account of this sacrifice; but I should say that the 
concession in the case of this sacrifice was a strik-
ing example of providence and clemency; and that 
it was in care for our race that he did not prevent 
that sacrifice. For if after that vow and promise he 
had forbidden the sacrifice, many also who were 
subsequent to Jephthah, in the expectation that 
God would not receive their vows, would have 

increased the number of such vows, and proceed-
ing on their way would have fallen into child 
murder. But now, by suffering this vow to be 
actually fulfilled, he put a stop to all such cases in 
the future. And to show that this is true, after 
Jephthah’s daughter had been slain, in order that 
the calamity might be always remembered and 
that her fate might not be consigned to oblivion, 
it became a law among the Jews that the virgins 
assembling at the same season should bewail dur-
ing forty8 days the sacrifice which had taken 
place; in order that renewing the memory of it by 
lamentation, they should make all people wiser 
for the future; and that they might learn that it 
was not after the mind of God that this should be 
done, for in that case he would not have permit-
ted the virgins to bewail and lament her. And that 
what I have said is not conjectural, the event 
demonstrated; for after this sacrifice, no one 
vowed such a vow to God. Therefore also he did 
not indeed forbid this; but what he had expressly 
commanded in the case of Isaac, that he directly 
prohibited,9 plainly showing through both cases 
that he does not delight in such sacrifices. Homi-
lies Concerning the Statues 14.7.10

A Pious Sacrifice. Ambrose: Never shall I be 
led to believe that the leader Jephthah made his 
vow otherwise than without thought, when he 
promised to offer to God whatever should meet 
him at the threshold of his house on his return. 
For he repented of his vow, as afterwards his 
daughter came to meet him. He tore his clothes 
and said,  “Alas, my daughter, you have entangled 
me, you have become a source of trouble for me.” 
And though with pious fear and reverence he 
took upon himself the bitter fulfillment of his 
cruel task, yet he ordered and left to be observed 
an annual period of grief and mourning for future 
times. It was a hard vow, but far more bitter was 
its fulfillment, while he who carried it out had 
the greatest cause to mourn. Thus it became a 
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rule and a law in Israel from year to year, as it 
says:  “that the daughters of Israel went to lament 
the daughter of Jephthah the Gileadite four days 
in a year.” I cannot blame the man for holding it 
necessary to fulfill his vow, but yet it was a 
wretched necessity which could only be solved by 
the death of his child. . . .

What, then, in the case of esteemed and 
learned people is full of marvel, that in the case of 
a virgin is found to be far more splendid, far more 
glorious, as she says to her sorrowing father,  “Do 
to me according to that which has proceeded out 
of your mouth.” But she asked for a delay of two 
months in order that she might go about with her 
companions upon the mountains to bewail fitly 
and dutifully her virginity now given up to death. 
The weeping of her companions did not move 
her, their grief did not prevail upon her, nor did 
their lamentations hold her back. She did not 
allow the day to pass, nor did the hour escape her 
notice. She returned to her father as though 
returning according to her own desire, and of her 
own will [she] urged him on when he was hesitat-
ing, and acted thus of her own free choice, so that 
what was at first an awful chance became a pious 
sacrifice. Duties of the Clergy 3.12.78, 81.11

Literal Human Sacrifice Prohibited. 
Augustine: But we rightly ask whether human 
sacrifices must have foreshadowed future events. 
. . . But if this were true, this type of sacrifice 
would not displease God. But in fact the Scrip-
tures themselves clearly testify that human sacri-

fices displease him. For when God wanted and 
commanded all the firstborn to belong to him and 
to be his, he nonetheless wanted the firstborn of 
humankind to be redeemed by their parents, so 
that they would not entrust their firstborn chil-
dren to God through immolation. . . .

Now clearly God loves and rewards those sac-
rifices when a just man endures injustice and 
struggles for the truth even to the point of death 
or when he is killed by enemies whom he has 
offended for righteousness’ sake, as he has 
returned them good for evil, that is, love instead 
of hatred. . . . In imitation of Abel, thousands of 
martyrs have struggled for the truth to the point 
of death and have been sacrificed by savage ene-
mies. The Scripture says of them,  “God has 
tested them like gold in a furnace and he has 
accepted them as a whole burnt offering.”12 So too 
the apostle says,  “I am being sacrificed.”13

But that is not how Jephthah made a whole 
burnt offering to the Lord out of his daughter. 
Rather he offered her as a literal sacrifice in the 
way that it was commanded for animals to be 
offered and forbidden for humans to be sacrificed. 
What he did seems rather similar to what Abra-
ham did. In that instance the Lord gave him a 
special command that this ought to be done. He 
did not order him by way of a general command-
ment that such sacrifices should take place at 
some time. Indeed, the general rule prohibited it.
Questions on Judges 49.2-4.14

[ 1 2 : 1 - 7  E P H R A I M  A N D  G I L E A D  F I G H T ]
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[ 1 2 : 8 - 1 5  T H E  J U D G E S H I P S  O F

I B Z A N ,  E L O N ,  A N D  A B D O N ]

1 3 : 1 - 7  T H E  B I R T H  O F  S A M S O N  F O R E T O L D

1And the people of Israel again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord; and the Lord gave
them into the hand of the Philistines for forty years.

2And there was a certain man of Zorah, of the tribe of the Danites, whose name was Manoah;
and his wife was barren and had no children. 3And the angel of the Lord appeared to the woman
and said to her, “Behold, you are barren and have no children; but you shall conceive and bear a
son. 4Therefore beware, and drink no wine or strong drink, and eat nothing unclean, 5for lo, you
shall conceive and bear a son. No razor shall come upon his head, for the boy shall be a Nazirite to
God from birth; and he shall begin to deliver Israel from the hand of the Philistines.” 6Then the
woman came and told her husband, “A man of God came to me, and his countenance was like the
countenance of the angel of God, very terrible; I did not ask him whence he was, and he did not tell
me his name; 7but he said to me, ‘Behold, you shall conceive and bear a son; so then drink no wine
or strong drink, and eat nothing unclean, for the boy shall be a Nazirite to God from birth to the
day of his death.’ ”

Overview: Philistine oppression was God’s in-
strument to turn the Hebrews from pride to de-
pendence upon divine aid (Ambrose). Samson’s 
miraculous nativity portends his future renown 
(Bede). From his beginning Samson is to be ad-
mired for the amazing feats of strength he accom-
plished in his youth, which brought credence to 
the angel’s prophecy (Ambrose).

13:1 The Philistines Oppress Israel

Success Puffs Up the Mind. Ambrose: For 
many years the Philistines held the Hebrews in 
subjection after their surrender, for they had lost 
the prestige of faith by which their fathers had 
gained victory. Yet the mark of their election and 
the ties of their heritage had not been entirely 

obliterated by their Creator. But, because they 
were often puffed up by success, he delivered 
them for the most part into the power of the 
enemy, so that with manly dignity they would 
seek from heaven the remedy of their ills. We 
submit to God at a time when we are over-
whelmed by other reverses; success puffs up the 
mind. This is proved not only in other matters 
but especially in that change of fortune by which 
success returned again from the Philistines to the 
Hebrews. Letter 35.1

13:2-7 The Angel of the Lord Visits 
Manoah’s Wife

1FC 26:177. 
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A Miraculous Nativity. Bede: Thus Jacob, 
the patriarch Joseph, Samson, [who was] the 
bravest of the chieftains, and Samuel, [who was] 
the most distinguished of the prophets, [all] had 
as their progenitors [mothers who were] for a 
long time barren in body but always fruitful in 
virtues. In this way their dignity would be 
known from the miraculous nativity of those 
who were born, and it might be proven that they 
would be famous in their lives, since at the very 
outset of their lives they transcended the norms 
of the human condition. Homilies on the Gos-
pels 2.19.2

A Great Hero Arose. Ambrose: When the 
spirit of the Hebrews had been so crushed by 
long and injurious subjection that no one with 
manly vigor dared to encourage them to freedom, 
there arose in their behalf a great hero, Samson, 
whose destiny was ordained by God’s words. He 
was not numbered with the many, but outstand-
ing among the few; he was without question eas-
ily reckoned as surpassing all in bodily strength. 
We must regard him with great admiration from 
the very beginning, not because he gave great evi-
dence of temperance and sobriety from boyhood 
by abstaining from wine, nor because as a Naz-
arite he was ever faithful to guard his sacred 
trust, with locks unshorn, but because from his 

youth—a period of softness in others, but truly 
remarkable in him—he worked amazing deeds of 
strength, perfect beyond the measure of human 
nature. By his deeds he soon gained credence for 
that divine prophecy. For no slight cause had such 
great graces preceded him that an angel came 
down to foretell to his parents his unexpected 
birth, the leadership he would hold and the pro-
tection he would give his people who had been 
tormented so long by the oppressive rule of the 
Philistines.

His godfearing father was of the tribe of Dan, 
of no low station in life, preeminent among oth-
ers. His mother, a barren woman, was not 
unfruitful in the virtues of the soul. She was wor-
thy to receive into the dwelling of her soul the 
vision of an angel, whose command she obeyed 
and whose words she fulfilled. She did not permit 
herself to know even the secrets of God without 
her husband’s sharing of them; she told him that 
a man of God had appeared to her, of wondrous 
beauty, bringing her a prophecy that a child 
would be born. Because she trusted his promises 
she shared with her husband her trust in these 
heavenly pledges. Letter 35.3

1 3 : 8 - 1 4  T H E  A N G E L  O F  T H E  L O R D  R E T U R N S

8Then Manoah entreated the Lord, and said, “O, Lord, I pray thee, let the man of God whom
thou didst send come again to us, and teach us what we are to do with the boy that will be born.”

Overview: Manoah’s desire for an angelic visita-
tion reveals his desire for a divine favor, not his 
jealousy (Ambrose).

13:8 Manoah Entreated the Lord

A Favor from Heaven. Ambrose: When he 

2CS 111:192.   3FC 26:177-78*.
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learned them [the promises spoken by the angel], 
he devoutly begged God in prayer that he might 
also be granted the favor of a vision, saying,  “O 
Lord, let your angel come to me.”

I do not think, as a certain author has sup-
posed, that he did this out of jealousy for his wife, 
who was remarkable for her beauty, but rather 
because he was moved by a desire for a favor from 
heaven and wished to share the benefit of the 
heavenly vision. One depraved by vices of the 
soul would not have found such favor with the 

Lord that an angel would return to his house, 
give the admonition which the fulfilling of the 
prophecy entailed, be suddenly raised in the form 
of a glowing flame, and depart. This vision, which 
so frightened the husband, the wife interpreted 
more auspiciously, turning it to joy and removing 
his anxiety. She said that to see God was a proof 
of favor, not of ill will. Letter 35.1

1 3 : 1 5 - 2 0  M A N O A H  S A C R I F I C E S  T O  T H E  L O R D

15Manoah said to the angel of the Lord, “Pray, let us detain you, and prepare a kid for you.”
16And the angel of the Lord said to Manoah, “If you detain me, I will not eat of your food; but if
you make ready a burnt offering, then offer it to the Lord. (For Manoah did not know that he was
the angel of the Lord.) 17And Manoah said to the angel of the Lord, “What is your name, so that,
when your words come true, we may honor you?” 18And the angel of the Lord said to him,  “Why
do you ask my name, seeing it is wonderful?” 19So Manoah took the kid with the cereal offering,
and offered it upon the rock to the Lord, to him who worksr wonders.s 20And when the flame went
up toward heaven from the altar, the angel of the Lord ascended in the flame of the altar while
Manoah and his wife looked on; and they fell on their faces to the ground.

r Gk Vg: Heb and working s Heb wonders, while Manoah and his wife looked on

Overview: The angel’s instructions to Manoah 
show that worship should be directed to God 
alone (Athanasius). The only name that signifies 
the divine nature is the unspeakable wonder that 
arises in the heart concerning it (Gregory of 
Nyssa). Bestowed by God, the name  “catholic” is  
“wonderful” in meaning (Pacian of Barcelona). 
God’s greater ability to use all of creation in order 
to speak is assured since even angels and men can 
use natural substances to communicate their 
thoughts (Augustine).

13:16 An Offering to the Lord 

Worship Belongs to God Alone. Athana-
sius: Therefore to God alone appertains worship, 
and this the very angels know, that though they 
excel other beings in glory, yet they are all crea-
tures and not to be worshiped, but worship the 
Lord. Thus Manoah, the father of Samson, wish-
ing to offer sacrifice to the angel, was thereupon 
hindered by him, saying,  “Offer not to me, but to 
God.” On the other hand, the Lord is worshiped 

1FC 26:178-79*.
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even by the angels; for it is written:  “Let all the 
angels of God worship him.”1 Four Discourses 
Against the Arians 2.16.23.2

13:18 Why Do You Ask My Name?

Unspeakable Wonder. Gregory of Nyssa: 
And so, too, the word that was spoken to 
Manoah shows the fact that the Divinity is not 
comprehensible by the significance of his name, 
because, when Manoah asks to know his name, 
that when the promise has come actually to pass, 
he may by name glorify his benefactor, he says to 
him,  “Why do you ask this? It also is wonderful”; 
so that by this we learn that there is one name 
significant of the divine nature—the wonder, 
namely, that arises unspeakably in our hearts con-
cerning it. Against Eunomius 8.1.3

The Name Catholic. Pacian of Barcelona: 
Concerning the name Catholic I answered fully 
and in a conciliatory manner.4 For I said that it 
mattered to neither one of us what the other was 
called. But if you demanded to know the meaning 
of the name, whatever it might be, it is  “wonder-
ful”—whether it means  “one in all” or  “one above 
all” or, an interpretation I have not mentioned 
previously,  “the king’s child”—that is, the Chris-
tian people. Certainly this name, which has 
endured for so many centuries, was not bestowed 
upon us by ourselves but by God. And truly I 
rejoice that, although you may have preferred 
other names, you agree that the name belongs to 
us. And what if you were to deny this? Then 
nature would cry out. Or if you still have doubts, 
let us say nothing about it. We will both be that 

which we are called, under the witness of the 
antiquity of the name. If, however, quite stub-
bornly you continue to ask, take care lest that  
“man of might” may exclaim to you,  “Why do you 
ask my name? The name itself is wonderful.” I 
then sensibly added that we ought not to consider 
whence Catholics acquired this name, because 
neither was it traditionally considered to repre-
sent a charge against the Valentinians if they were 
named after Valentinus, nor against the Phry-
gians, if from Phrygia, nor against the Novatians, 
if after Novatian. Letter 2.2.5

13:20 The Angel of the Lord Ascends in the 
Flame

All Things Are Subject to God. Augus-
tine: For if an angel is able to use air, mist, cloud, 
fire, and any other natural substance or physical 
species; and a person [is able] to use, face, tongue, 
hand, pen, letters, or any other means for the 
purpose of communicating the secret things of 
his own mind: in a word, if, though he is human, 
he sends human messengers, and he says to one,  
“Go,” and he goes; and to another,  “Come,” and 
he comes; and to his servant,  “Do this,” and he 
does it”;6 with how much greater and more effec-
tual power does God—to whom, as Lord, all 
things are subject—use both angel and man in 
order to declare whatever pleases him? Explana-
tions of the Psalms 78.5.7

1Heb 1:6.   2NPNF 2 4:360-61.   3NPNF 2 5:200-201*.   4In his second 
letter to the Novatianist Sympronian, Pacian continues to defend and 
elaborate upon the meaning and use of the label Catholic.   5FC 99:28.   
6See  Lk 7:8.   7NPNF 1 8:368*.



Judges 13:21-25

145

1 3 : 2 1 - 2 5  T H E  B I R T H  O F  S A M S O N

21The angel of the Lord appeared no more to Manoah and to his wife. Then Manoah knew
that he was the angel of the Lord. 22And Manoah said to his wife, “We shall surely die, for we
have seen God.” 23But his wife said to him, “If the Lord had meant to kill us, he would not have
accepted a burnt offering and a cereal offering at our hands, or shown us all these things, or now
announced to us such things as these.” 24And the woman bore a son, and called his name Samson;
and the boy grew, and the Lord blessed him. 25And the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him in
Mahaneh-dan, between Zorah and Eshta-ol.

Overview: Manoah’s response to the angelic 
visit shows that even a vision of God overwhelms 
human beings, let alone God’s actual nature 
(Gregory of Nazianzus). It was the Spirit’s 
presence and guidance that enabled Samson to 
accomplish his feats of strength. That it is said 
that the Lord departed from Samson later shows 
that the Spirit and the Lord are one and the same 
(Ambrose). Samson, as a vessel of the spirit of the 
Lord, was filled with God’s strength (Caesarius 
of Arles).

13:22 We Shall Surely Die

A Vision of God. Gregory of Nazianzus: 
Must you not show respect for Manoah, the Old 
Testament judge. . . . Manoah was overwhelmed 
by the sight of God in a vision.  “Wife,” he said,  
“we are lost, we have seen God”—meaning by 
this that even a vision of God is too much for 
human beings, let alone God’s nature. Theolog-
ical Orations 2 (28).19.1

13:25 The Spirit of the Lord

The Spirit’s Guidance. Ambrose: And why 
should I speak of all one by one? Samson, born by 
the divine promise, had the Spirit accompanying 
him, for we read,  “The Lord blessed him, and the 
Spirit of the Lord began to be with him in the 
camp.” And so foreshadowing the future mystery, 

he demanded a wife of the aliens, which, as it is 
written, his father and mother did not know 
about, because it was from the Lord. And rightly 
was he esteemed stronger than others, because 
the Spirit of the Lord guided him, under whose 
guidance he alone put to flight the foreign peo-
ples, and at another time inaccessible to the bite 
of the lion, he, unconquerable in his strength, 
tore the lion apart with his hands. Would that 
Samson had been as careful to preserve grace, as 
he was strong to overcome the beast! On the 
Holy Spirit 2, Prologue 5.2

The Lord Is the Spirit. Ambrose: Above, 
you read that  “the Lord blessed him, and the 
Spirit of the Lord began to go with him.” Farther 
on it is said,  “And the Spirit of the Lord came 
upon him.” Again he says,  “If I be shaven, my 
strength will depart from me.”3 After he was 
shaven, see what the Scripture says:  “The Lord,” 
it says,  “departed from him.”4

You see, then, that he who went with him, 
himself departed from him. The same is, then, 
the Lord, who is the Spirit of the Lord, as also 
the apostle says:  “The Lord is the Spirit, now 
where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty.”5

On the Holy Spirit 2.1.17-18.6

1FGFR 235.   2NPNF 2 10:115*.   3Judg 16:17.   4Judg 16:20.   52 Cor 
3:17.   6NPNF 2 10:117*.
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Strength Found in the Spirit. Caesarius 
of Arles: The strength which Samson pos-
sessed, dearly beloved, came from the grace of 
God rather than by nature, for if he had been nat-
urally strong his power would not have been 
taken away when his hair was cut. Where, then, 
was that most powerful strength, except in what 
the Scripture says:  “The Spirit of the Lord 
walked with him”? Therefore, his strength 

belonged to the Spirit of the Lord. In Samson 
was the vessel, but the fullness was in the Spirit. 
A vessel can be filled and emptied. Moreover, 
every vessel has its perfection from something 
else, and so in Paul grace was commended when 
he was called a vessel of election.7 Sermon 118.2.8

1 4 : 1 - 4  S A M S O N  D E M A N D S  A  P H I L I S T I N E  W I F E

1Samson went down to Timnah, and at Timnah he saw one of the daughters of the Philistines.
2Then he came up, and told his father and mother, “I saw one of the daughters of the Philistines at
Timnah; now get her for me as my wife.” 3But his father and mother said to him, “Is there not a
woman among the daughters of your kinsmen, or among all our people, that you must go to take a
wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?” But Samson said to his father, “Get her for me; for she
pleases me well.”

Overview: Samson, who is determined to 
marry a Timnite woman, hopes to flee the de-
ceitful lust of youth or desires an occasion to 
break Philistine tyranny in Ambrose’s retelling 
of his judgeship.

14:1-3 A Daughter of the Philistines

A Marriage Request. Ambrose: Samson, 
then graced by such favors from heaven, turned 
his thoughts to marriage as soon as he reached 
manhood, whether because he detested in his 
mind the free and familiar manner of deceitful 
lust in the young, or because he was seeking a rea-
son for loosing from the necks of his people the 
power and harsh tyranny of the Philistines. 
Going down, therefore, to Thamnatha1 [Timnah] 
(this is the name of a city in that country which 
then was inhabited by the Philistines), he saw a 

maiden of pleasing appearance and beautiful 
countenance. He asked his parents, who were 
guiding him on his way, to ask her in marriage for 
him. They did not realize that his purpose was so 
set that, if the Philistines refused her to him, he 
would become very angry, nor that they, if they 
gave their consent, would be bringing an end to 
the wrong treatment of the conquered. Since 
from intercourse a sense of equality and kindness 
grows apace, and, if offense is given, the desire for 
revenge becomes deeper, his parents thought that 
he should avoid her because she was a stranger. In 
vain did they try to change his purpose by lawful 
objections; finally, then, they gave their consent 
to the wishes of their son. Letter 35.2

1LXX.   2FC 26:179.

7See Rom 9:21-23.   8FC 47:183.
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1 4 : 5 - 9  S A M S O N  S L A Y S  A  L I O N

5Then Samson went down with his father and mother to Timnah, and he came to the vineyards
of Timnah. And behold, a young lion roared against him; 6and the Spirit of the Lord came might-
ily upon him, and he tore the lion asunder as one tears a kid; and he had nothing in his hand. But
he did not tell his father or his mother what he had done. 7Then he went down and talked with the
woman; and she pleased Samson well. 8And after a while he returned to take her; and he turned
aside to see the carcass of the lion, and behold, there was a swarm of bees in the body of the lion,
and honey. 9He scraped it out into his hands, and went on, eating as he went; and he came to his
father and mother, and gave some to them, and they ate. But he did not tell them that he had taken
the honey from the carcass of the lion.

Overview: Surprised by a lion while on his way 
to visit his betrothed, Samson’s strength is his 
only weapon against it. On his return home, he 
discovers honey in its carcass, which he carries off 
as a fitting gift for his bride (Ambrose). The lion 
can be understood to prefigure Christ in whose 
mouth the sweet word of God is found, and to 
prefigure the Gentiles who believed as those who 
have become the body of Christ (Caesarius of 
Arles).

14:5-9 Samson’s Secret

The Lion and the Honey. Ambrose: Sam-
son obtained his request and upon his return to 
visit his promised bride he turned off the road for 
a short while; there a lion came out of the woods 
to meet him, a truly fierce beast, because released 
from the forest. No comrade, no weapon was 
ready at hand; the shame of fleeing and an inner 
sense of power gave him courage. As the lion 
rushed upon him he caught it in his arms and 
killed it with his grasp, leaving it lying there 
beside the road on a heap of forest wood. The 
spot was thick with the grassy growth of fodder 
and planted, too, with vineyards. He felt sure 
that the spoils of a savage beast would be of little 
importance to his beloved spouse, because the 
times of such events [as marriage] are made 

charming not by savage trophies but by genteel 
joys and festal garlands. Later, upon his return 
along the same road, he stumbled upon a honey-
comb in the lion’s belly, and carried it off as a gift 
to his parents and the maiden, for such gifts suit a 
bride. After he had tasted the honey, he gave 
them the honeycomb to eat, but he did not dis-
close where it came from. Letter 35.1

The Lion Is Christ. Caesarius of Arles: 
Many of the fathers have spoken a great deal 
about this lion, beloved brothers, and all of them 
have said what is fitting and in accord with the 
facts. Some have said that the lion prefigured 
Christ our Lord. Truly, this is very appropriate, 
for to us Christ is a lion in whose mouth we 
found the food of honey after his death.2 What is 
sweeter than the Word of God? Or what is stron-
ger than his right hand? In whose mouth after 
death is there food and bees, except his in whose 
word is the good of our salvation and the congre-
gation of the Gentiles? The lion can further be 
understood as the Gentiles who believed. First, it 
was a body of vanity, but is now the body of 
Christ in which the apostles like bees stored the 
honey of wisdom gathered from the dew of 
heaven and the flowers of divine grace. Thus, 

1FC 26:179-80.   2The LXX locates the honey in the lion’s  “mouth.”
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food came out of the mouth of the one who died; 
because nations which were as fierce as lions at 
first, accepted with a devout heart the word of 
God which they received and produced the fruit 

of salvation. Sermon 119.1.3

1 4 : 1 0 - 1 4  S A M S O N ’ S  R I D D L E  A N D  W A G E R

12And Samson said to them, “Let me now put a riddle to you; if you can tell me what it is,
within the seven days of the feast, and find it out, then I will give you thirty linen garments and
thirty festal garments; 13but if you cannot tell me what it is, then you shall give me thirty linen gar-
ments and thirty festal garments.” And they said to him, “Put your riddle, that we may hear it.”
14And he said to them,

“Out of the eater came something to eat.
Out of the strong came something sweet.”

And they could not in three days tell what the riddle was.

Overview: The conversion of the Gentiles is 
prophesied in the story of Samson’s interactions 
with the lion. Likewise, his riddle and wager con-
tain mysteries regarding Christ (Ambrose). Pre-
figuring the Jews, Samson killed the lion of the 
tribe of Judah, who gives believers the spiritual 
food of his honey (Caesarius of Arles).

14:14 Samson’s Riddle

An Utterance of Prophecy. Ambrose: And 
perhaps this was not only a prodigy of valor, but 
also a mystery of wisdom, an utterance of proph-
ecy. For it does not seem to have been without a 
purpose that, as he was going to his marriage, a 
roaring lion met him, which he tore asunder with 
his hands, in whose body, when about to enjoy the 
wished-for wedlock, he found a swarm of bees, and 
took honey from its mouth, which he gave to his 
father and mother to eat. The people of the Gen-
tiles who believed had honey; the people that were 
previously savage are now the people of Christ.

Nor is the riddle without mystery, which he 
set forth to his companions:  “Out of the eater 
came forth meat, and out of the strong came forth 
sweetness.” And there was a mystery up to the 
point of the three days in which its answer was 
sought in vain, which could not be made known 
except by the faith of the church, on the seventh 
day, the time of the law being completed, after the 
passion of the Lord. For thus you find that the 
apostles did not understand,  “because Jesus was 
not yet glorified.”1 On the Holy Spirit 2, Pro-
logue 6-7.2

The Lion of Judah. Caesarius of Arles: 
Since sacred Scripture can be understood and 
interpreted in many ways as a pearl, Christ himself 
is not unfittingly regarded as the lion. . . . But he 
was victorious in his triumph over the devil 
through his death on the cross. Indeed, he is both 
the lion and the lion’s cub: a lion because equal to 

1Jn 7:39.   2NPNF 2 10:116*.   
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the Father; the lion’s cub because the Son of the 
Father who was killed by his own will and rose 
again by his own power. Of him it is written:  
“Who will disturb him?”3 Voluntarily offering his 
father the sacrifice of his body for us, he who is 
most high forever takes up the life which he him-
self had laid down, as he testifies. That Samson 
says,  “Out of the eater came forth food, and out of 
the strong came forth sweetness,” is fittingly 
applied to Christ. By his teaching he both chews 
over the spiritual food of his honey and in his 

promises gives it to us. In still another way this can 
be understood concerning Christ. This lion, that 
is, Christ from the tribe of Judah, victoriously 
descended into hell to snatch us from the mouth of 
the hostile lion. For this reason he hunts in order 
to protect, seizes in order to free, leads people cap-
tive in order to restore them when freed to their 
eternal country. Sermon 119.2.4

1 4 : 1 5 - 2 0  T H E  D E C E I T  O F  T H E  T I M N I T E S

15On the fourtht day they said to Samson’s wife, “Entice your husband to tell us what the riddle
is, lest we burn you and your father’s house with fire. Have you invited us here to impoverish us?”
16And Samson’s wife wept before him . . . 17and on the seventh day he told her, because she pressed
him hard. Then she told the riddle to her countrymen. 18And the men of the city said to him on the
seventh day before the sun went down,

“What is sweeter than honey?
What is stronger than a lion?”

And he said to them,
“If you had not plowed with my heifer,
you would not have found out my riddle.”

19And the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon him, and he went down to Ashkelon and killed
thirty men of the town, and took their spoil and gave the festal garments to those who had told the
riddle. In hot anger he went back to his father’s house.

t  Gk Syr: Heb seventh

Overview: The story of Samson’s riddle and wa-
ger is recounted to exemplify the danger of mar-
rying a woman who is a stranger to the faith. The 
events illustrate life coming forth from death, in 
which the presence of honey symbolizes the rem-
nant’s salvation according to the election of grace 
(Ambrose). As part of the Old Testament, the 
prophetic nature of Samson’s actions removes any 

questions concerning his righteousness. His rid-
dle signifies Christ’s resurrection and the salva-
tion of the Gentiles, while the heifer represents 
the church that received the secrets of the faith 
(Caesarius of Arles).

14:18-19 The Wager Is Settled

3Gen 49:9.   4FC 47:190-91*.



Judges 14:15-20

150

A Dangerous Marriage. Ambrose: Why 
should I mention many examples? Of the many, I 
shall set forth one, and by the mention of this one 
it may be clear how dangerous it is to marry a 
woman who is a stranger [to the faith]. Who 
more than the Nazarite, Samson, ever was might-
ier and from the cradle more endowed with 
strength by the Spirit of God? Yet he was 
betrayed by a woman and because of her he was 
unable to stay in God’s good favor. . . .

By chance one day, during a nuptial feast, the 
young people at the banquet challenged one 
another to a game of question and answer. And 
while one caught up the other with spicy banter, 
as is the custom on such occasions, the contest, 
which had begun in fun, grew heated. Then Sam-
son proposed the question to his fellow guests:  
“Out of the eater came forth meat, and out of the 
strong came forth sweetness.” He promised as the 
reward for their wisdom that those who guessed 
it should have thirty shirts and the same number 
of coats, for that was the number of men present, 
but if they did not solve it they should pay a for-
feit.

Since they could not untie the knot and solve 
the riddle, they prevailed upon his bride, using 
repeated threats and constant entreaty, that she 
ask her husband for the answer to the question as 
a mark of his devotion in return for her love. 
Truly terrified in mind, or perhaps in the plain-
tive manner of a woman, she began her suppos-
edly loving complaints, pretending that she was 
sorely grieved that her husband did not love her: 
she who was his life partner and confidant did 
not know her husband’s secret and was treated 
like the rest of his friends and not entrusted with 
her husband’s secret. She even said,  “You hate me 
and do not love me whom until now you have 
deceived.”

These and other remarks overcame him, and, 
weakened by her womanly charms, he revealed to 
his beloved the riddle which he had proposed. 
She in turn revealed it to her countrymen. Seven 
days later, before sunset, which was the time 
agreed for the solving of the riddle, they gave the 

answer which they had learned and which they 
expressed thus:  “What is stronger than a lion? 
What is sweeter than honey?” And he answered 
that nothing is more treacherous than woman, 
saying,  “If you had not ploughed with my heifer, 
you would not have found out my riddle.” Imme-
diately he went down to Ashkelon, killed thirty 
men, stripped off their garments and gave them 
as the reward he had promised to those who had 
solved the riddle. Letter 35.1

Mystery and Meaning. Ambrose: “What,” 
answer they,  “is sweeter than honey, and what is 
stronger than a lion?” To which he replied,  “If you 
had not farmed with my heifer, you would not 
have found out my riddle.” O divine mystery! O 
manifest sacrament! We have escaped from the 
slayer, we have overcome the strong one. The 
food of life is now there, where before was the 
hunger of a miserable death. Dangers are changed 
into safety, bitterness into sweetness. Grace came 
forth from the offense, power from weakness, and 
life from death.

There are, however, those who think, on the 
other hand, that the wedlock could not have been 
established unless the lion of the tribe of Judah 
had been slain; and so in his body, that is, the 
church, bees were found who store up the honey 
of wisdom, because after the passion of the Lord 
the apostles believed more fully. This lion, then, 
Samson as a Jew killed, but in it he found honey, 
as in the figure of the heritage which was to be 
redeemed, that the remnant might be saved 
according to the election of grace.2

“And the Spirit of the Lord,” it is said,  “came 
upon him, and he went down to Ascalon, and 
killed thirty men of them.” For he could not fail 
to carry off the victory who saw the mysteries. 
And so in the garments they receive the reward of 
wisdom, the badge of intercourse, who resolve 
and answer the riddle. On the Holy Spirit 2, 
Prologue 8-10.3

1FC 26:176-81*.   2Rom 11:5.   3NPNF 2 10:116*.
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A Matter of Prophecy. Caesarius of 
Arles: Let us see further what kind of a parable 
Samson proposed to the strangers.  “Out of the 
eater came forth food,” he said,  “and out of the 
strong came forth sweetness.” This parable was 
revealed, carried to friends and solved. Samson 
was defeated. If he was a just man, the fact is well 
hidden and the justice of the man is deep down. 
For since he is read to have been overcome by the 
flattery of a woman and went in to a harlot, his 
merits seem to totter in the eyes of those who do 
not understand so well the secrets of truth. 
Indeed, he is commanded by a precept of the 
Lord to take the harlot as his wife. Perhaps we 
can say that in the Old Testament this was not 
blameworthy or disgraceful, seeing that whatever 
was said or done was a matter of prophecy. Ser-
mon 118.2.4

Christ and the Church. Caesarius of 
Arles: As to the question implied in the words  
“Out of the eater came forth food, and out of the 
strong came forth sweetness,” what else does it 
signify but Christ rising from the dead? Truly, out 

of the eater, that is, from death which devours 
and consumes all things, came forth that food 
which said,  “I am the bread that has come down 
from heaven.”5 The Gentiles were converted and 
received the sweetness of life from him whom 
human iniquity loaded with bitterness and 
offered bitter vinegar and gall as a drink. Thus, 
from the mouth of the dead lion, that is, from the 
death of Christ who lay down and slept like the 
lion, there proceeded a swarm of bees, that is, of 
Christians. When Samson said,  “If you had not 
ploughed with my heifer, you would not have 
solved my riddle,” this heifer is the church which 
had the secrets of our faith revealed to her by her 
husband. By the teaching and preaching of the 
apostles and saints, she spread to the ends of the 
earth the mysteries of the Trinity, the resurrec-
tion, judgment and the kingdom of heaven, prom-
ising the rewards of eternal life to all who 
understand and know them. Sermon 118.3.6

1 5 : 1 - 8  S A M S O N ’ S  R E V E N G E

1After a while, at the time of wheat harvest, Samson went to visit his wife with a kid; and he
said, “I will go in to my wife in the chamber.” But her father would not allow him to go in. 2And
her father said, “I really thought that you utterly hated her; so I gave her to your companion. Is
not her younger sister fairer than she? Pray take her instead.” 3And Samson said to them, “This
time I shall be blameless in regard to the Philistines, when I do them mischief.” 4So Samson went
and caught three hundred foxes, and took torches; and he turned them tail to tail, and put a torch
between each pair of tails. 5And when he had set fire to the torches, he let the foxes go into the
standing grain of the Philistines, and burned up the shocks and the standing grain, as well as the
olive orchards. 6Then the Philistines said, “Who has done this?” And they said, “Samson, the son-
in-law of the Timnite, because he has taken his wife and given her to his companion.” And the

4FC 47:183.   5Jn 6:41.   6FC 47:185*.
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Philistines came up, and burned her and her father with fire. 7And Samson said to them, “If this
is what you do, I swear I will be avenged upon you, and after that I will quit.” 8And he smote
them hip and thigh with great slaughter; and he went down and stayed in the cleft of the rock of
Etam.

Overview: Angered by the loss of his bride, 
Samson wreaks public revenge over his personal 
insult, which ultimately results in her death (Am-
brose). The friend who married his betrothed 
prefigures all heretics who attempt to possess the 
Lord’s bride (Caesarius of Arles). Enduring a 
famine brought on by God, the Philistines, who 
were terrified of Samson, perished after their 
crops were burned (Ephrem).

The activity of the foxes is likened to the 
spread of heresy. As the foxes entered and burned 
the cornfields, false doctrine cunningly scattered 
heresy in the church (Prudentius). Believers are 
admonished to avoid the deceits of the foxes of 
perverse teachings by being wise as serpents and 
as simple as doves (Maximus of Turin). The 
foxes, whose tails represent the results of heresy, 
destroy the good works of those who are seduced 
by them and are themselves destroyed by the fire 
they bear (Caesarius of Arles).

15:1-8 Samson Retaliates for the Loss of His 
Bride

A Wrong Avenged. Ambrose: Moreover, 
Samson did not live with the girl whose treachery 
he had discovered but, instead, returned home to 
his own country. But the maid, in fear and dread 
of the wrath of one so wronged, afraid lest his 
wrath be vented on her, agreed to marry another 
man, one whom Samson considered a friend of 
his, a bridal companion on his wedding day. Even 
though their union was offered as an excuse, she 
did not escape the peril of his hatred. When this 
became known and he was denied an opportunity 
of going to his wife, for her father said that she 
had married someone else, but that he might, if 
he wished, marry her sister, sorely stung with 
wrong, he made plans to wreak public revenge in 

anger over his personal affront. He caught three 
hundred foxes and, at the end of summer when 
the grain was ripe in the fields, coupled them tail 
to tail and fastened torches between their tails, 
tying them with unbreakable knots. Then, to 
avenge the affront, he sent them into the standing 
corn fields which the Philistines had cut. The 
foxes, driven mad by the fire, spread the blaze 
wherever they ran and burned the corn stalks. 
Greatly disturbed by their loss, for their entire 
harvest had perished, the owners went and told 
their leaders. They dispatched men to the 
Thamnathite1 [Timnite] woman, who had given 
her troth to more than one husband, and also to 
her house and parents. They said that she was the 
cause of her own destruction and harm, but that 
it was not right for the husband who was 
wronged to avenge himself by injuring the whole 
people. Letter 35.2

Heretics Prefigured. Caesarius of Arles: 
Then follow the words  “Samson was angry 
because a friend married his wife.” This friend 
prefigured all heretics. It is a great mystery, my 
brothers. Heretics who divide the church have 
wanted to marry the wife of the Lord and carry 
her away. By departing from the church and the 
Gospels, they attempt through adulterous wick-
edness to seize the church, that is, the body of 
Christ, as their portion. For this reason that 
faithful servant and friend of the Lord’s bride 
says,  “I betrothed you to one spouse, that I might 
present you a chaste virgin to Christ.”3 Moreover, 
through the zeal of faith and a rebuke he touches 
the person of his wicked companion:  “And I fear 
lest, as the serpent seduced Eve, so your minds 
may be corrupted from the truth which is in 

1LXX.   2FC 26:181-82*.   32 Cor 11:2.
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Christ Jesus.”4 Who are the companions, that is, 
the heretical deserters who want to seize the 
Lord’s spouse, unless Donatus, Arius, Man-
ichaeus,5 and other vessels of error and perdition?
Sermon 118.4.6

15:4-5 Foxes with Torches Burn Philistine 
Crops

The Terror of Samson. Ephrem the Syr-
ian: Just as those who travel about in the pathless 
desert tremble at serpents on the ground, and 
those who travel on the pathways are also terri-
fied of vipers that hide on the paths, so were the 
Philistines, who traveled on paths and in the 
pathless desert, terrified of Samson.  “To bite the 
horse’s heels and throw its rider backward.”7 It 
was during the great famine, which God had 
brought upon the Philistines, that Samson 
burned their crops by means of foxes, for fire was 
carried on their bodies like a rider on its horse. 
Then the Philistines keeled over from lack of 
bread and then fell backwards from lack of nour-
ishment. On Genesis 42.9.8

Lessons from Mighty Deeds. Prudentius: 
Samson resistless because of his hair is attacked

by a lion;
When he killed the wild beast, from its mouth 

there flowed streams of honey,9

And from an ass’s jawbone comes forth a foun-
tain of water:10

Folly with water overflows and virtue with 
sweetness.

Samson catches three hundred foxes and arms 
them with firebrands,

Which he ties to their tails, and he lets them 
go into the cornfields

Of the Philistines to burn their crops: thus the 
fox of false doctrine

Cunningly scatters the flames of heresy over 
our vineyards.

Scenes from Sacred History 17-18.11

The Foxes of False Teaching. Maximus of 

Turin: Let us avoid, then, brothers, let us avoid 
the pestilential deceits of the insidious foxes [her-
etics]. Let us avoid the deadly frauds of wicked 
persons lest, like the foxes which that famous 
strong man Samson once sent into the Philis-
tines’ fields, bearing torches on their tails that 
burned up everything with their flames, the foxes 
of perverse teachings in like manner either get 
hold of the fruits of our fields by deceitful traps 
or consume them by burning flames. Let us, 
therefore, as we read, be simple and clever—that 
is to say, simple as doves and clever as serpents, so 
that the cleverness of the serpents might protect 
the simplicity of the doves. Sermon 41.5.12

The Consequences of Heresy. Caesarius 
of Arles: Now let us see what Samson did when 
he was injured by his friend in the person of his 
wife. He took foxes, that is, adulterous friends of 
whom it is said in the Canticle of Canticles,  
“Catch us the foxes, the little foxes that damage 
the vineyards.”13 What does it mean,  “catch”? It 
means seize, convict, repress them, lest the vines 
of the church be destroyed. What else does it 
mean to catch foxes, except to convict heretics 
with the authority of the divine law, to fasten and 
fetter them with the testimony of holy Scripture 
as with chains? Samson caught the foxes and put 
torches of fire on their tails after they were cou-
pled. What do the tails of the foxes tied together 
signify? What are foxes’ tails except the results of 
heresy (for their first appearance is flattering and 
deceitful) bound fast, that is, condemned and 
dragging fire in their trail? Moreover, they 

42 Cor 11:3.   5Caesarius criticizes the heretical teachings of these men 
for leading the church astray. Donatists believed that the purity of the 
church meant that it was a congregation of saints alone. Therefore, if a 
bishop lapsed under persecution but later repented he was to be 
excluded as a minister of the church because of the magnitude of his 
sin. Arius stressed the human nature of Christ to the exclusion of his 
divinity. Unlike the Father, he argued, Christ had a beginning and was 
therefore the foremost of God’s creations. Manichaeans held the dual-
ist view that good and evil were discrete yet equal forces that battled 
eternally.   6FC 47:185-86*.   7Gen 49:17.   8FC 91:205-6*.   9Judg 14:8 
LXX.   10Judg 15:19 LXX.   11FC 52:184-85.   12ACW 50:103*.   13Song 
2:15.
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destroy the fruits and good works of those who 
consent to their seductions. People are told, Do 
not listen to heretics, do not consent to them or 
be seduced by them. They reply, Why? Has not 
that one or so and so listened to heretics? Has not 
that other Christian committed such vices, such 
adultery, or such robbery? And what evil has 
befallen him? Those are the first appearances of 
the foxes, and souls that are seduced pay atten-
tion; the fire is behind them. Nothing has hap-
pened to him now, it is said. Since nothing has 
gone before, will nothing be dragged after? He is 
sure to come to the fire which follows. Do you 
think further that the heretics drag along the fire 

with which to burn the fruits of their enemies but 
are not themselves burned? Doubtless, when the 
foxes burned the harvest they, too, were burned. 
This judgment will come back upon the heretics; 
what they do not see now they have behind them. 
They delight people with their flattery and show 
themselves at first free from restraint. But at the 
judgment of God their tails are bound, that is, 
they drag fire upon themselves afterwards, since 
wickedness preceded their punishment. Sermon 
118.4.14

1 5 : 9 - 1 7  T H E  M E N  O F  J U D A H  

B R I N G  S A M S O N  T O  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S

9Then the Philistines came up and encamped in Judah, and made a raid on Lehi. 10And the men
of Judah said, “Why have you come up against us?” They said, “We have come up to bind Samson,
to do to him as he did to us.” 11Then three thousand men of Judah went down to the cleft of the
rock of Etam, and said to Samson, “Do you not know that the Philistines are rulers over us? What
then is this that you have done to us?” And he said to them, “As they did to me, so have I done to
them.” 12And they said to him, “We have come down to bind you, that we may give you into the
hands of the Philistines.” And Samson said to them, “Swear to me that you will not fall upon me
yourselves.” 13They said to him, “No; we will only bind you and give you into their hands; we will
not kill you.” So they bound him with two new ropes, and brought him up from the rock.

14When he came to Lehi, the Philistines came shouting to meet him; and the Spirit of the Lord
came mightily upon him, and the ropes which were on his arms became as flax that has caught fire,
and his bonds melted off his hands. 15And he found a fresh jawbone of an ass, and put out his hand
and seized it, and with it he slew a thousand men. 16And Samson said,

“With the jawbone of an ass,
heaps upon heaps,

with the jawbone of an ass
have I slain a thousand men.”

14FC 47:186-87*.
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Overview: Succumbing to Philistine pressure 
and discounting Samson’s desire for revenge, a 
group of men from Judah bind him and deliver 
him to his enemies. Seizing the jawbone of an ass, 
Samson slaughters the Philistines and wins a 
great victory yet fails to give God glory (Am-
brose). The dry bones of the ass prefigured the 
Gentiles, who became instruments of justice in 
the holy hands of Christ the true Samson (Cae-
sarius of Arles).

15:9-13 The Men of Judah Deliver Samson 
to the Philistines

Samson’s Capture. Ambrose: Samson still 
did not content himself with this wrong against 
the Philistines, nor was he content with what he 
had done in revenge. He slaughtered them in a 
great orgy of bloodshed, and many died by the 
sword. He then went to Elam to a stream in the 
desert. The rock there was a fortification belong-
ing to the tribe of Judah. The Philistines, who did 
not dare attack him or to climb the steep and haz-
ardous fortification, denounced the tribe of Judah 
and rose up, urging the tribe to battle. They saw 
that justice would be done otherwise, if the men, 
who were their subjects and paid tribute, seemed 
about to lose a rightful and fair treatment in pub-
lic affairs just because of another’s crime. In con-
solation, they demanded that they hand over the 
perpetrator of such a crime and on this condition 
they would be unharmed.

The men of the tribe of Judah, hearing this 
stipulation, gathered three thousand of their men 
and went up to him, maintaining that they were 
the subjects of the Philistines and had to obey 
them, not from choice but through fear of danger. 
They put the blame for their deed upon those 
who had the right to force them. Then he said,  
“And what form of justice is it, O race of the sons 
of Abraham, that the wrong of first betrothing 
and then stealing my spouse should be my pun-
ishment, and that one may not avenge with impu-
nity a wrong done to one’s home? Are you 
stooping in submission to little domestic slaves? 

Will you make yourselves agents of another’s 
insolence and turn your own hands upon your-
selves? If I must die for the sorrow which is 
understandably mine, I will gladly die at the 
hands of the Philistines. My home has been 
assailed, my wife has been harassed. If I may not 
live without their evil deeds, at least I may die 
without crimes being committed by my people. 
Have I not returned an injury which I received? 
Have I inflicted it? Consider whether the 
exchange was a fitting one. They complain of 
damage to their crops; I, the loss of my wife. 
Compare sheaves of wheat and the marital union. 
They have themselves seen proof of my pain, the 
injuries which they have avenged. See what ser-
vice they consider you worthy of. They want the 
one put to death whom they thought should be 
avenged, whom they injured, and to whom they 
gave the weapon of revenge. If you bring my neck 
to bend to the proud, hand me over to the enemy, 
but do not yourselves kill me. I do not shrink 
from death, but I dread your being contaminated. 
If you yield to those insolent men through fear, 
bind my hands with cords. Defenseless though 
they be, they will find their weapons in the knot-
ted cords. Surely, the enemy must think you have 
made sufficient payment of your promise if you 
deliver me alive into their power.”

In answer, the three thousand who had 
climbed up the mountain gave him an oath that 
they would not use force against his life provided 
he would wear chains, so that they could hand 
him over and free themselves of the crime with 
which they were charged. Letter 35.1

15:14-16 Samson Slays with the Jawbone of 
an Ass2

Killing with a Jawbone. Ambrose: When he 
had received their pledge, Samson left the cave 
and abandoned his rocky fortification. When he 
saw the strong Philistines approaching to take 
him, although he was bound with double cords, 

1FC 26:182-83.   2See also Theodoret’s comment for 1 Sam 17:47.   
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he groaned in spirit and broke his bonds. Then, 
seizing the jawbone of an ass lying there, he 
struck a thousand men and put the rest to flight 
in a magnificent display of strength, while battle 
lines of armed men fell back before a single 
defenseless man. Any and all who dared to 
approach him were slain with easy effort. Flight 
staved off death for the rest. Thus, even today, the 
place is called Agon, because there Samson won a 
great victory by his overwhelming strength.

I wish that he had been as controlled in vic-
tory as he was strong against the enemy! But, as 
usually happens, a soul unused to good fortune, 
which ought to have attributed the outcome of 
the engagement to God’s favor and protection, 
attributed it to himself, saying,  “With the jaw-
bone of an ass I have destroyed . . . a thousand 
men.” He neither erected an altar nor sacrificed a 
victim to God, but, failing to sacrifice and taking 
glory to himself, he called the place  “the killing of 
the jawbone” to immortalize his triumph with an 

everlasting name. Letter 35.3

The Ass Prefigures the Gentiles. Cae-
sarius of Arles: Now when Samson destroyed 
a thousand men with a jawbone from the body of 
an ass, the Gentiles were prefigured in the ass; for 
thus Scripture speaks concerning both Jews and 
Gentiles:  “An ox knows its owner, and an ass its 
master’s manger.”4 Before the coming of Christ all 
the Gentiles were torn to pieces by the devil and 
lay scattered like dry bones from the ass’s body, 
but when Christ the true Samson came, he seized 
them all in his holy hands. He restored them by 
the hands of his power, and with them overcame 
his and our adversaries. Thus, we who had given 
our members to the devil before so that he might 
kill us, were seized by Christ and became instru-
ments of justice unto God. Sermon 119.4.5

1 5 : 1 8 - 2 0  T H E  L O R D  P R O V I D E S  W A T E R

18And he was very thirsty, and he called on the Lord and said, “Thou hast granted this great
deliverance by the hand of thy servant; and shall I now die of thirst, and fall into the hands of the
uncircumcised?” 19And God split open the hollow place that is at Lehi, and there came water from
it; and when he drank, his spirit returned, and he revived. Therefore the name of it was called En-
hakkore;v it is at Lehi to this day.

v That is The spring of him who called

Overview: Since by God’s will water poured 
from the jawbone of an ass, it is believable that 
fragrant ointment flows from the relics of mar-
tyrs ( John of Damascus). After feeling a great 
thirst, Samson calls out to God and atones for his 
boasting of victory through prayer (Ambrose). 
The fountain that results from prayer is recog-

nized in those who have believed in the Lord 
(Caesarius of Arles).

15:18-19 God Provides for Samson’s Thirst

In Defense of Relics. John of Damascus: In 
the relics of the saints the Lord Christ has pro-

3FC 26:183-84*.   4Is 1:3.   5FC 47:192*.
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vided us with saving fountains which in many 
ways pour out benefactions and gush with fra-
grant ointment. And let no one disbelieve. For, if 
by the will of God water poured out of the pre-
cipitous living rock in the desert, and for the 
thirsty Samson from the jawbone of an ass,1 is it 
unbelievable that fragrant ointment should flow 
from the relics of the martyrs? Certainly not, at 
least for such as know the power of God and the 
honor which the saints have from him. Ortho-
dox Faith 4.15.2

Humility Makes Atonement. Ambrose: 
Soon Samson began to feel a fierce thirst; there 
was no water, and he could no longer stand to bear 
his thirst. Knowing that to attain human help 
would not be easy and that it would be difficult 
without divine aid, he called upon and begged 
almighty God. He did not think God would help 
him because of his offense against him, and 
because he had unwisely and carefully attributed 
any success to himself. No, he even assigned the 
victory to almighty God, saying,  “You have given 
this very great deliverance into the hand of your 

servant, and it has been my help. And behold! 
Because I die of thirst, I am placed by my need of 
water into the power of those over whom you gave 
me a great triumph.” Then God’s mercy opened 
the earth when Samson threw down the jawbone, 
and a stream issued from it, and Samson drank 
and resumed his spirit and called the place  “the 
invoking of the spring.” Thus, by his prayer, he 
atoned for his vaunting of victory. Letter 35.3

Rivers of Living Water. Caesarius of 
Arles: Although we had been dried up because 
of lack of the dew of God’s grace, we merited to 
be changed into fountains and rivers. At that time 
Samson prayed and a fountain issued from the 
jawbone. This fact is clearly fulfilled in us, for the 
Lord himself said,  “He who believes in me, from 
within him there shall flow rivers of living 
water.”4 Sermon 119.4.5

1 6 : 1 - 3  S A M S O N  E S C A P E S  F R O M  G A Z A

1Samson went to Gaza, and there he saw a harlot, and he went in to her. 2The Gazites were
told, “Samson has come here,” and they surrounded the place and lay in wait for him all night at
the gate of the city. They kept quiet all night, saying, “Let us wait till the light of the morning; then
we will kill him.” 3But Samson lay till midnight, and at midnight he arose and took hold of the
doors of the gate of the city and the two posts, and pulled them up, bar and all, and put them on his
shoulders and carried them to the top of the hill that is before Hebron.

Overview: Repulsed by the cowardice of his 
people, Samson lodges in enemy territory. During 
the night he is surrounded and escapes by carry-
ing the columns of the house up a mountain that 

faces Hebron (Ambrose). The event is under-
stood allegorically as Christ’s going out from the 
lower world, destroying its defenses and ascend-
ing into the kingdom of heaven (Gregory the 

1The use of the same word in the Hebrew for the jawbone and the 
town (Lehi) has led to confusion on the source of the gushing water, 
which the LXX denotes as the jawbone.   2FC 37:368*.   3FC 26:184-
85*.   4Jn 7:38.   5FC 47:192.



Judges 16:1-3

158

Great). Samson’s lodging with a harlot mysti-
cally foreshadows Christ’s descent into hell, after 
which he removes its gates and ascends to heaven 
(Caesarius of Arles).

16:1-3 Samson Evades the Gazites

A Feat of Great Strength. Ambrose: 
When in the course of events he had brought an end 
to the war with the Philistines, despising his peo-
ple’s cowardice and scorning the enemy bands, Sam-
son went off to Gaza. This city was in the territory 
of the Philistines, and he lived there in a certain 
lodging house. The people of Gaza immediately 
took note and hastily surrounded his lodging place, 
putting a guard at all the doorways so that he could 
not plan to flee by night. When Samson became 
aware of their preparations, he anticipated the plot 
they had laid for the nighttime, and taking hold of 
the columns of the house, lifting all the wood frame-
work and the weight of the tower on his strong 
shoulders, he carried them up to the top of a high 
mountain which faced Hebron, where the Hebrew 
people dwelled. Letter 35.1

Foreshadowing the Redeemer. Gregory 
the Great: Samson, in the book of Judges, fore-
shadowed this by his deeds. When he had 
entered Gaza, a city of the Philistines, they 
immediately knew of his entry. They quickly sur-
rounded the city with a blockade and assigned 
guards, and they rejoiced at having now appre-
hended Samson who was so extremely strong. 
But we know what Samson did. At midnight he 
carried off the gates of the city and ascended to 
the top of the hill. Whom, dearly beloved, whom 
does Samson foreshadow by his deed but our 
Redeemer? What does the city of Gaza signify if 
not the lower world? What is indicated by the 
Philistines except the faithlessness of the Jews? 
When they saw that the Lord was dead and his 
body had been laid in the sepulcher, they 
assigned guards there.2 They were happy that 
they caught and held him, who shone out as the 
creator of life, behind the defense of the lower 

world, as Samson had been held in Gaza. Samson 
not only went out at midnight but even carried 
off the gates of the city, because our Redeemer, 
rising before it was light, not only went out free 
from the lower world but even destroyed its very 
defenses. He bore the gates and went up to the 
top of the hill, because by rising he carried off the 
defenses of the lower world, and by ascending he 
passed into the kingdom of heaven. Forty Gos-
pel Homilies 21.3

He Descended into Hell. Caesarius of 
Arles: When Samson went in to the harlot, he 
was impure if he did so without reason, but if he 
did so as a prophet it is a mystery. If he did not 
enter in order to lie with the woman, perhaps he 
did so because of a mystery. We do not read that 
he was intimate with her. . . . See how it is not 
recorded in Scripture that he was united to the 
harlot whom he had visited, but it is written that 
he slept. . . . He took away the city gates through 
which he had gone in to the harlot and carried 
them to a mountain. What does this mean? Hell 
and love for a woman Scripture joins together; 
the house of the harlot was an image of hell. It is 
rightly considered as hell, for it rejects no one but 
draws to itself all who enter. At this point we rec-
ognize the actions of our Redeemer. After the 
synagogue to which he had come was separated 
from him through the devil, they shaved his head, 
that is, they crucified him on the site of Calvary, 
and he descended into hell. Then, his enemies 
guarded the place where he slept, that is, the sep-
ulcher, and wanted to seize him although they 
could not see him. . . . The words  “he arose and 
left at midnight” signify that he arose in secret. 
He had suffered openly, but his resurrection was 
revealed only to his disciples and certain other 
people. Thus, all saw the fact that he went in, but 
the fact that he arose just a few knew, remem-
bered and felt. Moreover, he removed the city 
gates. That is, he took away the gates of hell. 
What does it mean to remove the gates of hell, 

1FC 26:185*.   2Mt 27:62-66.   3CS 123:162-63*. 
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except to take away the power of death? He took 
it away and did not return it. Furthermore, what 
did our Lord Jesus Christ do after he had taken 
away the gates of death? He went up to the top of 

a mountain. Truly, we know that he both arose 
and ascended into heaven.

 

 Sermon 118.5.

 

4

 

1 6 : 4 - 9  S A M S O N  A N D  D E L I L A H

 

4

 

After this he loved a woman in the valley of Sorek, whose name was Delilah. 

 

5

 

And the lords of

the Philistines came to her and said to her, “Entice him, and see wherein his great strength lies,

and by what means we may overpower him, that we may bind him to subdue him; and we will

each give you eleven hundred pieces of silver.” 

 

6

 

And Delilah said to Samson, “Please tell me

wherein your great strength lies, and how you might be bound, that one could subdue you.” 

 

7

 

And

Samson said to her, “If they bind me with seven fresh bowstrings which have not been dried, then I

shall become weak, and be like any other man.” 

 

8

 

Then the lords of the Philistines brought her

seven fresh bowstrings which had not been dried, and she bound him with them. 

 

9

 

Now she had

men lying in wait in an inner chamber. And she said to him, “The Philistines are upon you, Sam-

son!” But he snapped the bowstrings, as a string of tow snaps when it touches the fire. So the secret

 

of his strength was not known.

 

Overview

 

: 

 

Although imbued with great power 
and spiritual blessing,

 

 

 

Samson was rejected by 
God because he defiled his body through union 
with a harlot (

 

Isaac of Nineveh

 

). Still heedless 
of his ancestors’ customs, Samson marries Deli-
lah, a foreigner and a prostitute. By conniving to 
learn the secret of his strength for profit, her love 
of money leads to his loss of God’s favor (

 

Am-
brose

 

).

 

16:4-9 

 

Delilah Attempts to Subdue Samson

 

Samson’s Rejection.

 

 Isaac of Nineveh: 

 

Why was the mighty man Samson rejected by 
God, he who was set apart and consecrated to 
God while still in the womb; whose birth was 
announced by an angel, like John, the son of 
Zacharias; who was granted great power and 

worked great wonders [and who by the supernat-
ural strength which God poured into his body 
smote a thousand men with the jawbone of an ass 
and became a saviour and judge unto Israel]? Was 
it not because he defiled his holy members by 
union with a harlot? For this reason God 
departed from him and surrendered him to his 
enemies.

 

 Ascetical Homilies 10.

 

1

 

Delilah’s Temptation. 

 

Ambrose: 

 

But when 
with free and untrammeled gait he passed not 
only beyond the limits of his home country but 
also the boundaries which his ancestors had been 
taught to observe by custom, he soon found that 
he was playing with death. With small faith he 
contracted a marriage with a foreign-born wife 

 

1
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and should have been cautious then or later. But 
he did not refrain from again forming a union, 
this time with Delilah, who was a prostitute. Out 
of love for her he caused her to tempt him with 
the wiles of an enemy. For the Philistines came to 
her and each man promised her eleven hundred 
pieces of silver if she would find out in what lay 
the source of his strength. If they but possessed 
this secret, he could be surrounded and taken.

She who had once prostituted herself for 
money, cleverly and craftily amid the banquet 
cups and the charms of her love, in admiration, as 
it were, of his preeminent bravery, began to ques-
tion him about it and to ask him how it was he so 
excelled others in strength. Then, too, as though 
she were fearful and anxious, she begged him to 
tell his beloved what bond precisely would put 
him in the power of another. But he was still pru-
dent and strong-willed, and he countered deceit 
with deceit against the harlot’s treachery, saying 
that if he were bound with supple green boughs2 
he would be as weak as other men. When they 
learned this, the Philistines had Delilah put 
boughs on him like chains while he slept. Then, 
as if suddenly awakened, the hero felt his famed 
and customary strength, broke his bonds and 
fought back against the many who had their 
strength untrammeled. Letter 35.3

Money Is Seductive. Ambrose: Overcome by 

love of money, Achan led to destruction all the 
people of the fathers. So Joshua the son of Nun, 
who could stay the sun from setting, could not 
stay the love of money in people from creeping 
on. At the sound of his voice the sun stood still, 
but love of money stayed not. When the sun 
stood still, Joshua completed his triumph, but 
when love of money went on, he almost lost the 
victory.

Why? Did not the woman Delilah’s love of 
money deceive Samson, the bravest man of all? So 
he who had torn apart the roaring lion with his 
hands; who, when bound and handed over to his 
enemies, alone, without help, burst his bonds and 
killed a thousand of them;4 who broke the cords 
interwoven with sinews as though they were but 
the slight threads of a net; he, I say, having laid 
his head on the woman’s knee, was robbed of the 
decoration of his victory-bringing hair, that 
which gave him his might. Money flowed into the 
lap of the woman, and the favor of God forsook 
the man.5

Love of money, then, is deadly. Money is 
seductive, as it defiles those who have it and does 
not help those who do not. Duties of the 
Clergy 2.26.130-32.6

1 6 : 1 0 - 1 7  T H E  S E C R E T  O F  

S A M S O N ’ S  S T R E N G T H  R E V E A L E D

10And Delilah said to Samson, “Behold, you have mocked me, and told me lies; please tell me
how you might be bound.” 11And he said to her, “If they bind me with new ropes that have not been
used, then I shall become weak, and be like any other man.” 12So Delilah took new ropes and
bound him with them, and said to him, “The Philistines are upon you, Samson!” And the men

2What the RSV translates as  “bowstrings” in 1 Sam 15:7-8 are fresh 
cords that have not been  dried.    3FC 26:185-86.    4Judg 15:14-15.
5Judg 16:20.    6NPNF 2 10:63*.
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lying in wait were in an inner chamber. But he snapped the ropes off his arms like a thread.
13And Delilah said to Samson, “Until now you have mocked me, and told me lies; tell me how

you might be bound.” And he said to her, “If you weave the seven locks of my head with the web
and make it tight with the pin, then I shall become weak, and be like any other man.” 14So while
he slept, Delilah took the seven locks of his head and wove them into the web.w And she made
them tight with the pin, and said to him, “The Philistines are upon you, Samson!” But he awoke
from his sleep, and pulled away the pin, the loom, and the web.

15And she said to him, “How can you say, ‘I love you,’ when your heart is not with me? You have
mocked me these three times, and you have not told me wherein your great strength lies.” 16And
when she pressed him hard with her words day after day, and urged him, his soul was vexed to
death. 17And he told her all his mind, and said to her, “A razor has never come upon my head; for
I have been a Nazirite to God from my mother’s womb. If I be shaved, then my strength will leave
me, and I shall become weak, and be like any other man.”

w Compare Gk: Heb lacks and make it tight . . . into the web

Overview: After repeated attempts, Delilah suc-
ceeds in tricking Samson to reveal the secret of 
his strength as a Nazirite. Delilah’s persuasive 
speech illustrates that polished discourse pene-
trates the soul. Samson’s power was not found in 
the hairs of his head but in the grace of God’s 
spirit (Ambrose). Perceiving Delilah to represent 
the law of the flesh, the story is introduced as a 
lesson to a young man to avoid the evil counsel of 
fleshly desires (Paulinus of Nola). Samson sig-
nifies what Christ did and what he suffered: as 
both the Son of God and the Son of man; and, as 
both the head and the body of the church (Cae-
sarius of Arles).

16:10-17 Samson Yields to Delilah’s 
Persistence 

His Weakness Discovered. Ambrose: After 
a short time, Delilah, like one who had been 
made fun of, began to complain passionately and 
to ask again and again what his real skill was, 
demanding proof of his affection for her. Samson, 
still strong of purpose, laughed at her tricks and 
suggested to her that if he were bound with seven 
brand-new ropes he would come into the power 
of his enemy. This also was tried, in vain. The 

third time he pretended that she had drawn him 
out regarding the mystery, but in reality, being 
nearer to a fall, he said that his strength would 
leave him if seven hairs of his head were cut and 
woven into a coverlet. This, too, deceived the 
tricksters.

Later, when the woman boldly deplored the 
fact that he mocked her so many times and when 
she lamented that she was unworthy to be 
entrusted with her lover’s secret and a betrayal, 
she gained his confidence by her tears. And just 
since it was due that a man of bravery who had 
been invincible all this time should pay the price, 
he opened up the wounded recesses of his soul:  
the strength of God was in him; he was holy to 
the Lord and by his command he let his hair 
grow, for, if he cut it, he would cease to be a 
Nazarene1 and would lose the use of his strength! 
When the Philistines discovered his weakness, 
through the woman, they gave her, the slave of 
their price, the reward for the treachery and thus 
concluded the affair. Letter 35.2

The Power of Speech. Ambrose: Adam was 

1Judg 13:5. Ambrose appears to be following a variant of the LXX.   2FC 
26:186-87.
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beguiled by speech,3 and Samson was overcome 
by a word; in truth, nothing penetrates the soul 
so much as polished discourse and, on the other 
hand, nothing is so biting as discourse of a 
harsher tenor. Although they have overcome the 
torments that were brought to bear against them, 
many persons have not withstood harsh dis-
course. The Prayer of Job and David 2.3.8.4

Is God Concerned with Hair? Ambrose: Is 
that, then, Samson who broke ropes twisted with 
thongs, and new cords like weak threads? Is that 
Samson who did not feel the bonds of his hair 
fastened to the beam, so long as he had the grace 
of the Spirit? He, I say, after the Spirit of God 
departed from him, was greatly changed from 
that Samson who returned clothed in the spoils 
of the foreigners, but fallen from his greatness on 
the knees of a woman, caressed and deceived, is 
shorn of his hair.

Was, then, the hair of his head of such impor-
tance that, so long as it remained, his strength 
should endure unconquered, but when his head 
was shorn the man should suddenly lose all his 
strength? It is not so, nor may we think that the 
hair of his head has such power. There is the hair 
of religion and faith; the hair of the Nazarite per-
fect in the law, consecrated in sparingness and 
abstinence, with which she (a type of the church), 
who poured ointment on the feet of the Lord, 
wiped the feet of the heavenly Word,5 for then 
she knew Christ also after the flesh. That hair it 
is of which it is said:  “Your hair is as flocks of 
goats,”6 growing on that head of which it is said:  
“The head of the man is Christ.”7 And in another 
place:  “His head is as fine gold, and his locks like 
black pine trees.”8

And so, also, in the Gospel our Lord, pointing 
out that some hairs are seen and known, says,  
“But even the hairs of your head are all num-
bered,”9 implying, indeed, acts of spiritual virtues, 
for God does not take care for our hair. Though, 
indeed, it is not absurd to believe that literally, 
seeing that according to his divine Majesty noth-
ing can be hidden from him.

But what does it profit me, if God himself 
knows all my hairs? That rather abounds and 
profits me, if the watchful witness of good works 
rewards me with the gift of eternal life. And, in 
fine, Samson himself, declaring that these hairs 
are not mystical, says:  “If I be shorn, my strength 
will depart from me.” On the Holy Spirit 2, 
Prologue 13-16.10

Avoid Fleshly Desires. Paulinus of Nola: 
Like the famed Samson, whose power lay in the 
strength of his hair, whose locks were endowed 
with sacred might, he must throttle and bring low 
the lion by means of the strong arms of prayers 
and pluck the sweet fruit of notable victory from 
its dead mouth.

But this triumph must be a lesson to him not 
to make alliances with foreigners. That woman of 
another race I interpret as the law of the flesh, so 
wily with its alluring nets. If this law proves 
stronger than the law of the mind, it will drag 
him into the dominion of sin. The evil counsel of 
its pleasant words weakens with its deceitful 
guile the male spirit. It blinds the eyes of the 
mind and shaves the head; it plunders and dis-
arms faith. I would not have our boy a Samson in 
this respect, becoming involved in a love encoun-
ter immediately followed by captivity, enervation 
and blindness, even though the strong Samson 
later recovered his strength when his hair grew 
again. For he was led by the hand from the mill to 
be the sport of the vaunting enemy, and though 
physically blind he used his mind’s eye and sum-
moned God to take vengeance. Then, when his 
hair restored his strength, he brought down that 
house of the enemy. Once his hands, more power-
ful than any stone, gripped the pillars of the 
house in their fierce embrace, the roof collapsed 
upon him when its props were torn from the 
earth. Yet even in his death God’s powerful hero 
involved the foe in destruction, and by a glorious 
death [he] avenged the disgrace of his life as a 

3Gen 3:6.   4FC 65:357.   5Jn 11:2.   6Song 4:1.   71 Cor 11:3.   8Song 
5:11.   9Mt 10:30.   10NPNF 2 10:116-17*. 
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slave. He had lived a life of subservience under an 
exultant foe, but even as he fell he conquered the 
eclipsed enemy, destroying more thousands at his 
death than he had killed in his life.

I pray that our son11 may imitate Samson’s 
death by his own, that while remaining in the 
flesh he may conquer that flesh and live for God, 
subduing the sins of the flesh. I would not have 
him devoting his heart in enslavement to the 
flesh’s joys as to the wiles of that criminal 
woman, to become subsequently the property of 
the foe, stripped of the strength of grace. Poem 
24.529-581.12

Samson Signifies Christ. Caesarius of 
Arles: What was the meaning of Samson? If I 
say he signified Christ, it seems to me that I 
speak the truth. However, the thought immedi-
ately occurs to anyone who reflects: Was Christ 
overcome by the flattery of a woman? How is 
Christ understood to have gone in to a prosti-
tute? Then, again, when did Christ have his head 
uncovered or his hair shaved, himself robbed of 
courage, bound, blinded and mocked? Watch, 
faithful soul. Notice why it is Christ, not only 
what Christ did, but also what he suffered. What 
did he do? He worked as a strong man and suf-
fered as a weak one. In the one person I under-
stand both qualities; I see the strength of the Son 
of God and the weakness of the Son of man. 
Moreover, when the Scriptures extol him, Christ 
is entire, both head and body. Just as Christ is 
the head of the church, so the church is his body; 
and in order that it might not be alone, it is the 

whole Christ with the head. Now the church 
contains within itself both strong and weak 
members. It has some who are fed on bread 
alone, and others who must still be nourished 
with milk. There is a further fact which must be 
admitted: in association at the sacraments, the 
imparting of baptism or participation at the altar, 
the church has both just and unjust people. At 
present the body of Christ is a threshing floor, as 
you know, but afterwards it will be a granary. 
While it is a threshing floor, it does not refuse to 
tolerate chaff, but when the time of storage 
comes it will separate the wheat from the chaff. 
Thus, some things Samson did as the head and 
others as the body, but all in the person of 
Christ. Inasmuch as Samson performed virtues 
and miracles, he prefigured Christ, the head of 
the church. When he acted prudently, he was an 
image of those who live justly in the church, but 
when he was overtaken and acted carelessly, he 
represented those who are sinners in the church. 
The prostitute whom Samson married is the 
church13 which committed fornication with idols 
before knowing one God, but which Christ after-
wards united to himself. However, when she was 
enlightened and received faith from him, she 
even merited to learn the mysteries of salvation 
through him, and he further revealed to her the 
mysteries of heavenly secrets. Sermon 118.3.14

1 6 : 1 8 - 2 2  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S  S U B D U E  S A M S O N

18When Delilah saw that he had told her all his mind, she sent and called the lords of the Phil-
istines. . . . 19She made him sleep upon her knees; and she called a man, and had him shave off the

11Paulinus instructs Cytherius and his wife regarding the appropriate 
development of their son, who was an aspirant to the priesthood.   
12ACW 40:234-36.   13Israel.   14FC 47:184-85*.
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seven locks of his head. Then she began to torment him, and his strength left him. 20And she said,
“The Philistines are upon you, Samson!” And he awoke from his sleep, and said, “I will go out as
at other times, and shake myself free.” And he did not know that the Lord had left him. 21And the
Philistines seized him and gouged out his eyes, and brought him down to Gaza, and bound him
with bronze fetters; and he ground at the mill in the prison. 

Overview: Betrayed by Delilah, Samson awak-
ens to find himself powerless. Samson’s seven 
locks of curls signify the grace that comes from 
the Spirit in seven parts (Gregory of Nyssa). 
With hair that prefigures the covering Christ had 
in the law, the elements of the story of Samson’s 
capture symbolize Christ’s betrayal, suffering, 
and resurrection (Caesarius of Arles).

16:19-21 Samson Is Shaved and Blinded

Seven Locks of Curls. Gregory of Nyssa: 
But the one who has taken root as  “a fruitful olive 
tree in the house of God”1 composes those words 
against the tyrant which we have heard in the 
psalm, saying,  “Why do you glory in evil, you 
who are mighty in iniquity,” whose  “tongue” is  
“like a sharp razor.”2 It was by means of these two 
things that [Samson] was led off, after [Delilah] 
had removed the beauty of his hair and cut off the  
“seven locks of curls” in which our strength lies. 
Now you will by all means understand the mean-
ing of the spiritual curls from the number seven, 
just as Isaiah has enumerated the grace which 
comes from the Spirit in seven parts.3 If these are 
cut off, as happened in the case of Samson, the 
destruction of the  “eyes” follows, and one 
becomes a laughing stock to foreigners when they 
are drunk. On the Inscriptions of the 
Psalms 2.13.183.4

Strength in a Covering. Caesarius of 

Arles: Now what does it mean that Samson pos-
sessed strength in his hair? Notice this carefully, 
too, brothers. He did not have strength in his 
hand, his foot, his chest, not even in his head, but 
in his hair. What is hair? If we perceive it, the 
apostle answers us after being questioned,  “Hair 
is a covering”;5 and Christ had strength in a cov-
ering, when the shadows of the old law protected 
him. For this reason the hair of Samson was a 
covering, since it was seen and understood in 
Christ at different times. What does it mean that 
Samson’s secret was betrayed and his head was 
shaved? The law was despised and Christ suf-
fered. They would not have killed Christ if they 
had not contemned the law, for they knew that it 
was not right for them to kill him. They told the 
judge,  “It is not lawful for us to put anyone to 
death.”6 Samson’s head was shaved, the secrets 
were exposed, the covering was removed; Christ 
who lay hidden was revealed. Moreover, the hair 
was restored and again covered the head, because 
the Jews were unwilling to recognize Christ when 
he was risen. He was in a mill, blinded and in a 
prison house. The prison or mill is the labor of 
this world. The blindness of Samson indicates 
people who are blinded by their infidelity and do 
not recognize Christ exercising his power or 
ascending into heaven. Sermon 118.6.7

1Ps 52:8 (51:8 LXX).   2Ps 52:1-2 (51:1-2 LXX).   3Is 11:2.   4GNTIP 
179-80.   51 Cor 11:15.   6Jn 18:31.   7FC 47:188-89*.
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1 6 : 2 3 - 3 1  T H E  D E A T H  O F  S A M S O N

23Now the lords of the Philistines gathered to offer a great sacrifice to Dagon their god, and to
rejoice; for they said, “Our god has given Samson our enemy into our hand.” 24And when the peo-
ple saw him, they praised their god; for they said, “Our god has given our enemy into our hand, the
ravager of our country, who has slain many of us.” 25And when their hearts were merry, they said,
“Call Samson, that he may make sport for us.” So they called Samson out of the prison, and he
made sport before them. They made him stand between the pillars; 26and Samson said to the lad
who held him by the hand, “Let me feel the pillars on which the house rests, that I may lean
against them.” 27Now the house was full of men and women; all the lords of the Philistines were
there, and on the roof there were about three thousand men and women, who looked on while Sam-
son made sport.

28Then Samson called to the Lord and said, “O Lord God, remember me, I pray thee, and
strengthen me, I pray thee, only this once, O God, that I may be avenged upon the Philistines for
one of my two eyes.” 29And Samson grasped the two middle pillars upon which the house rested,
and he leaned his weight upon them, his right hand on the one and his left hand on the other.
30And Samson said, “Let me die with the Philistines.” Then he bowed with all his might; and the
house fell upon the lords and upon all the people that were in it. So the dead whom he slew at his
death were more than those whom he had slain during his life. 31Then his brothers and all his fam-
ily came down and took him and brought him up and buried him between Zorah and Eshta-ol in
the tomb of Manoah his father. He had judged Israel twenty years.

Overview: In response to the Philistines’ in-
sults, Samson calls to the Lord so that he may 
avenge himself. Despising his own death, he at-
tains a triumph that surpasses all previous victo-
ries, yet his story warns against marriage to 
unbelievers (Ambrose). Distinguished from a 
prayer, Samson’s final words are an example of 
the Spirit’s intercession (Origen). Like Samson, 
sinners may destroy their adversaries, or vices, 
through repentance. By renouncing the devil, 
who resides upon the pillars of our sins, Christ’s 
servants will cause his dominion to cease. With 
arms spread out, Samson’s manner of death por-
trays Christ’s crucifixion and the redemption he 
accomplished (Caesarius of Arles). After poeti-
cally comparing the fates of Samson and Adam, 
the former is recognized as a type of the death 
Christ the high Priest (Ephrem).

16:23-30 Samson Is Brought to the 
Philistine Lords

Samson’s Final Triumph. Ambrose: With 
the passage of time his hair began to grow; then, 
during a crowded banquet of the Philistines, 
Samson was brought from prison and shown 
before the people. About three thousand men and 
women were there. They taunted him with cruel 
remarks, they surrounded him with mocking 
jests which he bore with greater stamina and 
beyond what his blind appearance suggested, for 
he was a man of great native strength. To live and 
to die are functions of nature, but mockery 
belongs to the baseborn. The wish arose in him, 
therefore, either to compensate for such insults 
by revenge or preclude any more insults by death. 
He pretended that he could no longer support 
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himself, because of the weakness of his body and 
the knots of his shackles, and he asked a servant 
boy, who was guiding his steps, to put him near 
the pillars which supported the house. Placed 
there, he grasped with both hands the support of 
the entire building and, while the Philistines 
were intent upon the sacrifices of the feast in 
honor of their god Dagon, through whom they 
thought the adversary had come into their hands, 
accounting the woman’s treachery among the 
benefits of heaven, he called to the Lord, saying,  
“Lord, once more remember your servant so that 
I may revenge myself on the Gentiles for my two 
eyes. Do not allow them to give glory to their 
gods, because with their help they have got me in 
their power. I count my life as of no worth. Let 
my soul die with the Philistines, so that they may 
know that my weakness no less than my strength 
is deadly.”

So he shook the columns with mighty force 
and loosened and shattered them. The crash of 
the roof came next and fell on him and hurled 
headlong all those who were looking on from 
above. There in great confusion lay heaps of men 
and women. Though slain, Samson attained his 
wished-for triumph, greater than all his former 
victories, and a death not inglorious or lacking 
luster. Although he was unassailable here and 
hereafter, and was not to be compared in his life 
with men who experienced war, in his death 
Samson conquered himself and made his invinci-
ble soul despise death, giving no thought to the 
end of life which all people fear.

Through his valor he ended his days with 
numerous victories and found the captive not 
undone but triumphing. The fact that he was out-
witted by a woman must be attributed to his 
nature, not to his person; his condition was 
human rather than his fault. He was over-
whelmed and yielded to the enticements of sin. 
And when Scripture bears witness that he killed 
more in death than when he possessed the light of 
life, it seems that Samson was made a captive 
more to work the ruin of his adversaries than to 
become cast down or counted less. He never 

experienced degradation, for his grave was more 
famous than had been his power. Finally, he was 
overwhelmed and buried not by weapons but by 
the dead bodies of his enemies, covered with his 
own triumph, leaving to posterity a glorious 
renown. Those people of his, whom he had found 
captive, he ruled in liberty for twenty years. 
Then, entombed in the soil of his native land, he 
left behind the heritage of liberty.

Because of this example, men should avoid 
marriage with those outside the faith, lest, 
instead of love of one’s spouse, there be treachery.
Letter 35.1

The Spirit’s Intercession. Origen: The 
Spirit, therefore,  “asks” and  “intercedes,”2 but we  
“pray.” And Joshua’s words commanding the sun 
to stand over [Gibeon] seem to me to be an inter-
cession also. . . . And in Judges, Samson in my 
opinion said in intercession:  “Let me die with the 
foreigners—when he bent in his strength and the 
house fell upon the princes and all the people that 
were there.” Even though it is not written that 
Joshua and Samson  “interceded” but that they  
“said,” nevertheless their words seem to be an  
“intercession,” which we must judge to be differ-
ent from a  “prayer,” if we are to give words their 
proper meaning. On Prayer 14.5.3

Repentance Destroys Sins. Caesarius of 
Arles: Furthermore, the fact that after Samson’s 
hair grew again he recovered his former strength 
and seizing the pillars destroyed the house of his 
enemies together with its builders, is also seen 
today in the case of some sinners. If they destroy 
their vices by repentance and provide a place for 
virtue, the likeness and figure of Samson is ful-
filled in them. Then is accomplished in them 
what is written concerning Samson:  “Those he 
killed at his death were more than those he had 
killed during his lifetime.” It is true, brothers. A 
greater number of sins is destroyed by repentance 
than is known to be overcome at a time when one 
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seems to be free from offenses. Now we should 
not notice with indifference that at the death of 
Samson all his enemies were killed. Thus, may 
our adversaries also be destroyed at our death. 
Brothers, the apostle says,  “Mortify your mem-
bers, which are on earth: lust, evil desire and cov-
etousness (which is a form of idol worship).”4 Let 
drunkenness and pride die in us, envy be extin-
guished, anger appeased and malice rejected. If 
we endeavor to kill all these things with God’s 
help, like Samson we can destroy our adversaries 
by dying to sins and vices. Sermon 119.5.5

Renounce the Devil. Caesarius of Arles: 
Now that splendor which was restored in Samson 
and was covered at his death I think fits every ser-
vant of Christ. If someone is overtaken by some sin 
and in a salutary manner has recourse to the reme-
dies of repentance, with the restoration of grace 
there returns the face of a good conscience, like the 
hair which grew again. Thus, it becomes possible 
for the merits of faith like very strong muscles of 
courage to attack and overthrow the enemy’s pil-
lars which support the hostile house. What are 
these pillars of the enemy’s house except our sins 
upon which the house of the devil rests, where he 
feasts as victor and mocks our minds if they have 
been captivated? Therefore, we eject this enemy 
from his house by the destruction and death of our 
flesh. Our enemy is enclosed within us; he daily 
wages an internal war inside. As long as we some-
times assent to him, in accord with the evil agree-
ment of our will he gains power over us. With our 
vices against us as his accomplices within, he 
attacks our exterior ministry, so that when we 
hand over to him our members for works of iniq-
uity we are killed by our own sword, as is usually 
said. However, we ought to remember the agree-
ment which we promised in return for the grace of 
baptism, when we were buried together with 
Christ in the mystery of the cross: that we would 
renounce the devil, his ostentatious displays and 
his works. Let us no longer live in this world as we 
have been; in fact, let us no longer live to ourselves 
but let Christ live in us. When he has been 

restored to the honor of the head, the house of the 
devil will fall, and all our enemies will die with our 
sins in eternal destruction. Sermon 119.3.6

The Crucifixion Prefigured. Caesarius 
of Arles: “Therefore his enemies brought him to 
play the buffoon before them.” Notice here an 
image of the cross. Samson extends his hands 
spread out to the two columns as to the two beams 
of the cross. Moreover, by his death he overcame 
his adversaries, because his sufferings became the 
death of his persecutors. For this reason Scripture 
concludes as follows:  “Those he killed at his death 
were more than those he had killed during his life-
time.” This mystery was clearly fulfilled in our 
Lord Jesus Christ, for at his death he completed 
our redemption which he had by no means pub-
licly announced during his life: who lives and 
reigns forever and ever. Amen. Sermon 118.6.7

16:31 Samson Is Buried in His Father’s 
Tomb

Samson’s Release and Death. Ephrem the 
Syrian: 

Satan the tyrant outwitted Samson with a 
woman,

the same tyrant outwitted Adam with a 
woman:

Samson had to grind at the mill, Adam had to 
labor wearily on the soil;

Samson prayed to be released, 
whereas we pray to grow old in our misery.
Blessed is he who delivered Samson, releasing 

him from the grinding.

Samson is a type of the death of Christ the 
high priest:

Samson’s death returns prisoners to their 
towns, 

whereas the High Priest’s death has returned 
us to our heritage.

Hymns on Paradise 13.12-13.8

4Col 3:5.   5FC 47:193*.   6FC 47:191-92*.   7FC 47:189*.   8HOP 173.
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[ 1 7 : 1 - 1 3  M I C A H ’ S  I D O L A T R Y ]

[ 1 8 : 1 - 1 0  T H E  D A N I T E S  S E E K  A N  I N H E R I T A N C E ]

[ 1 8 : 1 1 - 2 0  T H E  T H E F T  O F  M I C A H ’ S  G O D S ]

[ 1 8 : 2 1 - 3 1  T H E  D A N I T E S  C A P T U R E  L A I S H ]

1 9 : 1 - 9  T H E  L E V I T E  A N D  H I S  C O N C U B I N E

1In those days, when there was no king in Israel, a certain Levite was sojourning in the remote
parts of the hill country of Ephraim, who took to himself a concubine from Bethlehem in Judah.
2And his concubine became angry witha him, and she went away from him to her father’s house at
Bethlehem in Judah, and was there some four months. 3Then her husband arose and went after
her, to speak kindly to her and bring her back. He had with him his servant and a couple of asses.
And he cameb to her father’s house; and when the girl’s father saw him, he came with joy to meet
him. 4And his father-in-law, the girl’s father, made him stay, and he remained with him three
days; so they ate and drank, and lodged there. 5And on the fourth day they arose early in the morn-
ing, and he prepared to go; but the girl’s father said to his son-in-law, “Strengthen your heart with
a morsel of bread, and after that you may go.” 6So the two men sat and ate and drank together; and
the girl’s father said to the man, “Be pleased to spend the night, and let your heart be merry.” 7And
when the man rose up to go, his father-in-law urged him, till he lodged there again. 8And on the
fifth day he arose early in the morning to depart; and the girl’s father said, “Strengthen your heart,
and tarry until the day declines.” So they ate, both of them. 9And when the man and his concubine
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and his servant rose up to depart, his father-in-law, the girl’s father, said to him, “Behold, now the
day has waned toward evening; pray tarry all night. Behold, the day draws to its close; lodge here
and let your heart be merry; and tomorrow you shall arise early in the morning for your journey,
and go home.”

a Gk Old Latin: Heb played the harlot against b Gk: Heb she brought him

Overview: A story of deplorable behaviors be-
gins with a Levite and his concubine who, of-
fended by her husband’s chiding, returns to her 
father’s house. Seeking to reconcile, he goes to 
her father’s and enjoys warm hospitality. After at-
tempting to depart numerous times, he finally 
leaves with his wife during the evening of the sev-
enth day (Ambrose).

19:1-9 At the Home of the Concubine’s 
Father

Lodging with Relatives. Ambrose: How 
full of pitiful traits is this story! A man, it says, a 
Levite, had taken to himself a wife, who I suppose 
was called a concubine from the word concubitus. 
She some time afterwards, as is likely to happen, 
offended at certain things, returned to her father 
and was with him four months. Then her hus-
band arose and went to the house of his father-in-
law to reconcile himself with his wife, to win her 
back and take her home again. The woman ran to 
meet him and brought her husband into her 
father’s house.

The maiden’s father rejoiced and went to meet 
him, and the man stayed with him three days, and 
they ate and rested. On the next day the Levite 
arose at daybreak but was detained by his father-
in-law, that he might not so quickly lose the plea-
sure of his company. Again on the next and the 
third day the maiden’s father did not allow his 
son-in-law to start [his journey], until their joy 
and mutual regard was complete. But on the sev-
enth day, when it was already drawing to a close, 
after a pleasant meal, having urged the approach 
of the coming night, so as to make him think he 
ought to sleep among friends rather than strang-

ers, he was unable to keep him, and so let him go 
together with his daughter. Duties of the 
Clergy 3.19.111-12.1

A Cordial Visit and Delayed Departure. 
Ambrose: A Levite, more courageous than 
wealthy, lived in the region of Mount Ephrem, for 
his tribe was allotted a landed possession far 
removed in place of the right of inheritance. He 
took a wife from the tribe of Bethlehem of Judah. 
While they felt the first attraction of their love 
deeply and equally, he continued to burn with 
unbounded desire for his wife. Yet her ways were 
different. His passion for her intensified until he 
inwardly seethed with desire. Yet, because there 
was a difference in their ages, and because he 
felt—either because she seemed to love him less 
or due to the violence of his pain—that she didn’t 
consider him her equal, he used to criticize her. 
Frequently quarreling followed, and the offended 
wife gave back the keys of the house and went 
home.

After the fourth month slipped by her hus-
band, who was overwhelmed with love and had 
nothing else to hope for, went to her, trusting 
that the young girl’s heart would be softened on 
the advice of her parents. His father-in-law met 
him at the door and brought him into the house. 
He reconciled his daughter and, in order that he 
might send them away more joyous, kept them 
three days while he prepared a sort of nuptial 
banquet. Although the man wanted to depart, he 
kept him a fourth day, offering him excuses of 
civility, devising delays. In his desire to add a fifth 
day as well, he found new reasons for delaying 
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them, while the husband, unwilling to thwart the 
father’s affection of its desire to keep his daugh-
ter, though he was at last promised an opportu-
nity for setting forth, postponed it to midday so 
that they would start out well fortified with food. 
Even after dinner, the father wished to find some 

delay, saying that evening was now approaching. 
At last he acquiesced, though reluctantly, to the 
entreaties of his son-in-law. Letter 33.2

1 9 : 1 0 - 2 1  T H E  L E V I T E  L O D G E S  I N  G I B E A H

11When they were near Jebus, the day was far spent, and the servant said to his master, “Come
now, let us turn aside to this city of the Jebusites, and spend the night in it.” 12And his master said
to him, “We will not turn aside into the city of foreigners, who do not belong to the people of Israel;
but we will pass on to Gibe-ah.” 13And he said to his servant, “Come and let us draw near to one of
these places, and spend the night at Gibe-ah or at Ramah.” 14So they passed on and went their
way; and the sun went down on them near Gibe-ah, which belongs to Benjamin, 15and they turned
aside there, to go in and spend the night at Gibe-ah. And he went in and sat down in the open
square of the city; for no man took them into his house to spend the night.

16And behold, an old man was coming from his work in the field at evening; the man was from
the hill country of Ephraim, and he was sojourning in Gibe-ah; the men of the place were Ben-
jaminites. 17And he lifted up his eyes, and saw the wayfarer in the open square of the city; and the
old man said, “Where are you going? and whence do you come?” 18And he said to him, “We are
passing from Bethlehem in Judah to the remote parts of the hill country of Ephraim, from which I
come. I went to Bethlehem in Judah; and I am going to my home;c and nobody takes me into his
house. 19We have straw and provender for our asses, with bread and wine for me and your maid-
servant and the young man with your servants; there is no lack of anything.” 20And the old man
said, “Peace be to you; I will care for all your wants; only, do not spend the night in the square.”
21So he brought him into his house, and gave the asses provender; and they washed their feet, and
ate and drank.

c Gk Compare 19.29. Heb to the house of the LORD

Overview: As darkness descends, the Levite re-
jects his servant’s suggestion and refuses to lodge 
among the Jebusites. In search of shelter, the 
company proceeds to Gibeah, a city of the tribe of 
Benjamin, where no lodging is found except for 

the home of an elderly fieldworker (Ambrose).

19:11-21 Levite Prefers Gibeah over Jebus

Lodging in Gibeah. Ambrose: When some 
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little progress was made, though night was 
threatening to come on, and they were close by 
the town of the Jebusites, on the slave’s request 
that his lord should turn aside there, he refused, 
because it was not a city of the children of Israel. 
He meant to get as far as Gibeah, which was 
inhabited by the people of the tribe of Benjamin. 
But when they arrived there was no one to receive 
them with hospitality, except a stranger of 
advanced age—when he had looked upon them 
he asked the Levite,  “Where are you going and 
from where have you come?” On his answering 
that he was traveling and was making for Mount 
Ephraim and that there was no one to take him 
in, the old man offered him hospitality and pre-
pared a meal. Duties of the Clergy 3.19.113.1

The Events Retold. Ambrose: He set out on 
his journey in happy spirits because he had recov-
ered his dearly beloved wife. One servant was 
with him, and as day was already declining they 
sped on their way with swift steps. The woman 
rode on an ass; her husband felt no weariness, 
taking joy in his desire and lightening his journey 
with talk at times with the woman, at times with 
the slave. When at length they neared Jerusalem, 
about thirty stades away, a place inhabited then 
by Jebusites, the servant boy suggested that they 
turn into the city, especially since night makes 
even safe places suspect and one must guard 
against the uncertainties of darkness, and partic-
ularly since the inhabitants of this locality were 
not of the children of Israel. They should beware 
lest treachery be done with hostile design, for the 
night’s darkness is opportune enough for any 
tricksters to perpetrate evil. But his master did 
not care for the servant’s idea of seeking lodging 
among foreigners, since Gaba2 [Gibeah] and 

Rama, cities of Benjamin, were not far distant. 
His strong will overrode the servant’s suggestion, 
as though advice takes its value from one’s condi-
tion [of birth] rather than that through advice a 
lowly condition may be raised. The sun was now 
setting and he agreed reluctantly to go into the 
city [Gibeah], for he was overtaken by evening.
The Gabanites lived there, unfriendly, harsh, 
unbearable people, who could stand anything but 
to receive people hospitably. Indeed, it would 
have been much more suitable had the Levite not 
sought hospitality in Gaba [Gibeah]. That his 
treatment be utterly offensive, he found on enter-
ing the city that there was no inn. And when he 
sat on the road imploring the mercy of these 
strangers, an old man from the fields happened to 
stumble on him, for evening had compelled him 
to leave his work in the fields at night. Seeing 
him, he asked where he was from and where he 
was going. He answered,  “I came from Bethle-
hem of Judah, I am going to Mount Ephrem, and 
my wife is here with me. But I have learned that 
there is no one here to give hospitality and pro-
vide us a chance to rest.” He needed no food or 
drink for himself nor food for his flock, but they 
had been refused the hospitality of shelter. They 
had everything; only a bare lodging was needed. 
To this the old man kindly and calmly said,  
“Peace to you! Come in as my guest and fellow 
citizen, for I am also from the region of Mount 
Ephrem, and here is a lodging place; someone 
who lived here a long time laid its foundations.” 
Having received them into his home, he atten-
tively and carefully provided for his guests and 
entertained them. Letter 33.3

1NPNF 2 10:86*.   2LXX.   3FC 26:165-66.
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1 9 : 2 2 - 3 0  T H E  D E A T H  O F  T H E  C O N C U B I N E

22As they were making their hearts merry, behold, the men of the city, base fellows, beset the
house round about, beating on the door; and they said to the old man, the master of the house,
“Bring out the man who came into your house, that we may know him.” 23And the man, the master
of the house, went out to them and said to them, “No, my brethren, do not act so wickedly; seeing
that this man has come into my house, do not do this vile thing. 24Behold, here are my virgin
daughter and his concubine; let me bring them out now. Ravish them and do with them what seems
good to you; but against this man do not do so vile a thing.” 25But the men would not listen to him.
So the man seized his concubine, and put her out to them; and they knew her, and abused her all
night until the morning. And as the dawn began to break, they let her go. 26And as morning
appeared, the woman came and fell down at the door of the man’s house where her master was, till
it was light. . . .

29And when he entered his house, he took a knife, and laying hold of his concubine he divided
her, limb by limb, into twelve pieces, and sent her throughout all the territory of Israel. 30And all
who saw it said, “Such a thing has never happened or been seen from the day that the people of
Israel came up out of the land of Egypt until this day; consider it, take counsel, and speak.”

Overview: Inflamed with lust for the Levite’s 
wife, wicked townsmen surround the house. 
Seeking to shield his guest from injury, the old 
man offers his daughter and the concubine, but to 
no avail. The Levite’s concubine is delivered to 
them and is abused all night. Showing her care 
for her husband by preserving her remains for 
him, she dies at the door (Ambrose). By way of 
comparison this offense and its aftermath, al-
though grievous, is considered less injurious than 
the atrocities committed against the church, 
which bring its canons and ordinances into jeop-
ardy (Athanasius).

19:22-26 The Men of Gibeah Abuse the 
Concubine

Violence Prevailed. Ambrose: And when 
they were satisfied and the tables were removed, 
vile men rushed up and surrounded the house. 
Then the old man offered these wicked men his 
daughter, a virgin, and the concubine with whom 

she shared her bed, only that violence might not 
be inflicted on his guest. But when reason did no 
good and violence prevailed, the Levite parted 
from his wife, and they knew her and abused her 
all that night. Overcome by this cruelty or by 
grief at her wrong, she fell at the door of their 
host where her husband had entered, and died, 
with the last effort of her life guarding the feel-
ings of a good wife so as to preserve for her hus-
band at least her mortal remains. Duties of the 
Clergy 3.19.114.1

Subjected to Violence. Ambrose: The old 
man kept urging them to be glad and kept invit-
ing them to drink more wine so that they would 
forget their cares, when all of a sudden they were 
surrounded by young men of Gaba2 [Gibeah], 
given to lust, all lacking esteem for moderation. 
The woman’s beauty had bewitched them and 
thrown them into utter folly. They were capti-
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vated by her beauty and, because of the old man’s 
age and lack of help, with high hope of getting 
her, they demanded the woman and kept pound-
ing at the door.

The old man, going out, begged them not to 
defile his guest’s stay with a base crime, contem-
plating violation of a privilege reverenced even by 
savage nations of barbarous peoples; they could 
not insultingly mistreat a fellow tribesman of his, 
legitimately born, a married man, without caus-
ing wrath in their heavenly judge. When he saw 
that he was making little headway, he added that 
he had a maiden daughter and he offered her to 
them, with great sorrow, since he was her parent, 
but with less damage to the favor he owed his 
guest. He considered a public crime more tolera-
ble than private disgrace. Driven by a wave of 
fury and inflamed by the incentive of lust, their 
desire for the young woman’s beauty increased 
the more she was denied them. Deprived of all 
righteousness, they mocked his fair words, con-
sidering the old man’s daughter an object of con-
tempt in that she was offered with less feeling of 
ill will toward the crime.

Then, when pious entreaties availed nothing 
and the aged hands were hopelessly extended in 
vain, the woman was seized and all that night was 
subjected to violence. When day brought an end to 
the outrage, she went back to the door of their 
lodging, where she would not ask to see her hus-
band, whom she thought she must now forego, 
ashamed at her pitiable condition. Yet, to show her 
love for her husband, she who had lost her chastity 
lay down at the door of the lodging, and there in 
pitiable circumstance came an end to her disgrace. 
The Levite, coming out, found her lying there and 
thought that she dared not lift her head for shame. 
He began comforting her, since she had suc-
cumbed to such injury not willingly but unwill-
ingly. He bade her rise and go home with him. 
Then, as no answer came, he called her loudly as 
though to rouse her from sleep. Letter 33.3

19:29-30 The Concubine Is Cut into Twelve 
Pieces

Is the Disgrace Shared? Athanasius: Our 
sufferings have been dreadful beyond endurance, 
and it is impossible to describe them in suitable 
terms; but in order that the dreadful nature of the 
events which have taken place4 may be more 
readily apprehended, I have thought it good to 
remind you of a history out of the Scriptures. It 
happened that a certain Levite was injured in the 
person of his wife; and, when he considered the 
exceeding greatness of the pollution (for the 
woman was a Hebrew, and of the tribe of Judah), 
being astounded at the outrage which had been 
committed against him, he divided his wife’s 
body, as the holy Scripture relates in the book of 
Judges, and sent a part of it to every tribe in 
Israel, in order that it might be understood that 
an injury like this pertained not to himself only, 
but extended to all alike; and that if the people 
sympathized with him in his sufferings, they 
might avenge him; or if they neglected to do so, 
might bear the disgrace of being considered 
thenceforth as themselves guilty of the wrong. 
The messengers whom he sent related what had 
happened; and they that heard and saw it, 
declared that such things had never been done 
from the day that the children of Israel came up 
out of Egypt. So every tribe of Israel was moved, 
and all came together against the offenders, as 
though they had themselves been the sufferers; 
and at last the perpetrators of this iniquity were 
destroyed in war and became a curse in the 
mouths of all: for the assembled people consid-
ered not their kindred blood but regarded only 
the crime they had committed. . . . For my object 
in reminding you of this history is this, that you 
may compare those ancient transactions with 
what has happened to us now, and perceiving 
how much these last exceed the other in cruelty, 
may be filled with greater indignation on account 

3FC 26:166-67.   4Athanasius details the outrage that was precipitated 
by the  “violent and uncanonical” arrival of  “the Arian” Gregory, who 
was appointed to replace him as the see of Alexandria. Like the Le-
vite’s summons of the tribes of Israel against Benjamin, this encyclical 
letter was written to all the bishops of the Catholic church to gain 
their support.
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of them, than were the people of old against those 
offenders. For the treatment we have undergone 
surpasses the bitterness of any persecution; and 
the calamity of the Levite was but small when 
compared with the enormities which have now 
been committed against the church; or rather 
such deeds as these were never before heard of in 
the whole world or the like experienced by any 
one. For in that case it was but a single woman 
that was injured and one Levite who suffered 
wrong; now the whole church is injured, the 
priesthood insulted, and worst of all, piety is per-
secuted by impiety. On that occasion the tribes 
were astounded, each at the sight of part of the 
body of one woman; but now the members of the 
whole church are seen divided from one another 
and are sent abroad some to you, and some to 
others, bringing word of the insults and injustice 
which they have suffered. Be therefore also 
moved, I beseech you, considering that these 
wrongs are done to you no less than to us; and let 

every one lend his aid, as feeling that he is himself 
a sufferer, lest shortly ecclesiastical canons and 
the faith of the church be corrupted. For both are 
in danger, unless God shall speedily by your 
hands amend what has been done amiss and the 
church be avenged on its enemies. For our canons 
and our forms were not given to the churches at 
the present day but were wisely and safely trans-
mitted to us from our forebears. Neither had our 
faith its beginning at this time, but it came down 
to us from the Lord through his disciples. That 
therefore the ordinances which have been pre-
served in the churches from old time until now, 
may not be lost in our days, and the trust which 
has been committed to us required at our hands; 
rouse yourselves, brothers, as being stewards of 
the mysteries of God, and seeing them now 
seized upon by others. Encyclical Letter 1.5

[ 2 0 : 1 - 1 1  I S R A E L  G A T H E R S  A G A I N S T  G I B E A H ]

2 0 : 1 2 - 1 8  T H E  B E N J A M I N I T E S  P R E P A R E  T O  F I G H T

12And the tribes of Israel sent men through all the tribe of Benjamin, saying, “What wickedness
is this that has taken place among you? 13Now therefore give up the men, the base fellows in Gibe-
ah, that we may put them to death, and put away evil from Israel.” But the Benjaminites would not
listen to the voice of their brethren, the people of Israel. 14And the Benjaminites came together out
of the cities to Gibe-ah, to go out to battle against the people of Israel.

Overview: Before charging into war, on the ad-
vice of wise men, the Israelites first discussed the 

charge, set conditions for the guilty and deter-
mined to seek only the perpetrators from among 

5NPNF 2 4:92-93*.
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the Benjaminites so that the whole tribe would 
not be punished for the vile deeds of a few men 
(Ambrose).

20:12-13 The Israelites Seek the Guilty 
Benjaminites

The Guilty Are Sought. Ambrose: When he 
realized that she was dead, he lifted her onto the 
mule and brought her home; then, dividing her 
limbs into twelve parts, he sent one to each of the 
tribes of Israel. In great distress over this, all the 
people met at Mizpah, and there, learning of the 
abominable deed from the Levite, desired to go to 
war, deciding that it was unlawful for anyone to go 
to his tent until vengeance was taken on the 

authors of this deed. With courage they rushed 
into battle, but the advice of wiser men changed 
their purpose as they decided not to engage the cit-
izens in war but to put the charge to the test first 
with words and to determine the conditions for 
the guilty. Nor did it seem fair that the cost of a 
few men’s crimes should fall on all and that the pri-
vate sins of young men should make the safety of 
the citizenry fall. So they sent men to demand that 
the Gabanites1 [Gibeonites] give up those guilty of 
this crime, and, if they did not do so, let them 
know that to have defended such a crime was not 
less than to have committed it. Letter 33.2

[ 2 0 : 1 9 - 2 8  I S R A E L  A T T A C K S  T H E  B E N J A M I N I T E S ]

2 0 : 2 9 - 4 8  I S R A E L  A M B U S H E S  T H E  B E N J A M I N I T E S

29So Israel set men in ambush round about Gibe-ah. . . . 

38Now the appointed signal between the men of Israel and the men in ambush was that when
they made a great cloud of smoke rise up out of the city 39the men of Israel should turn in battle.
Now Benjamin had begun to smite and kill about thirty men of Israel; they said, “Surely they are
smitten down before us, as in the first battle.” 40But when the signal began to rise out of the city in
a column of smoke, the Benjaminites looked behind them; and behold, the whole of the city went
up in smoke to heaven. 41Then the men of Israel turned, and the men of Benjamin were dismayed,
for they saw that disaster was close upon them. 42Therefore they turned their backs before the men
of Israel in the direction of the wilderness; but the battle overtook them, and those who came out of
the cities destroyed them in the midst of them. 43Cutting downe the Benjaminites, they pursued
them and trod them down from Nohahf as far as opposite Gibe-ah on the east. 44Eighteen thousand
men of Benjamin fell, all of them men of valor. 45And they turned and fled toward the wilderness

1LXX.   2FC 26:167-68*.
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to the rock of Rimmon; five thousand men of them were cut down in the highways, and they were
pursued hard to Gidom, and two thousand men of them were slain. 46So all who fell that day of
Benjamin were twenty-five thousand men that drew the sword, all of them men of valor. 47But six
hundred men turned and fled toward the wilderness to the rock of Rimmon, and abode at the rock
of Rimmon four months. 48And the men of Israel turned back against the Benjaminites, and smote
them with the edge of the sword, men and beasts and all that they found. And all the towns which
they found they set on fire.

e  Gk: Heb surrounding f  Gk: Heb (at their) resting place

Overview: War between the people of Israel and 
Benjamin ensued, ultimately resulting in Ben-
jamin’s defeat. The great regard our forebears had 
for virtue is exhibited by their readiness to wage 
war against those who had violated chastity and 
their persistence in battle (Ambrose). Ben-
jaminites were saved from total destruction 
through divine providence, so that Paul could call 
himself Benjaminite ( Jerome).

20:40-48 The Benjaminites Are Defeated

The Violation of Chastity Avenged. 
Ambrose: When this [what had happened to the 
concubine] became known, (to be brief ) almost 
all the people of Israel broke out into war. The 
war remained doubtful with an uncertain issue, 
but in the third engagement the people of Ben-
jamin were delivered to the people of Israel, and 
being condemned by the divine judgment [they] 
paid the penalty for their widely immoral behav-
ior. . . .

And when at first the people of Israel were 
defeated, yet unmoved by fear at the reverses of 
the war, they disregarded the sorrow the avenging 
of chastity cost them. They rushed into the battle 
ready to wash out with their own blood the stains 
of the crime that had been committed. Duties 
of the Clergy 3.19.115-16.1

Chastity Defended. Ambrose: After you 
found out what transpired in our court, you kept 
to yourself; therefore, I now summon, as it were, 
part of my own soul, for I have a friendly yet sor-

rowful complaint against you for the outrage 
done to chastity. Was it necessary for an unsur-
passed, unheard-of case of virginity to be sub-
jected to a sentence? Could it not have been 
dismissed? In other words, unless with injury to 
herself she had been handed over from honored 
modesty to an indecent surrender of her body, 
though she offered strong proof regarding herself, 
she would be exposed to ridicule and marked out 
as a wanton individual! You have tendered this 
privilege to virginity, honor of a sort, to which 
they are pleased to be summoned and invited who 
plan to recover this boon! Thus, they lose the lib-
erty of a common reputation, nor do they protect 
themselves by the statutes of sacred or public law; 
they may not ask their accuser or oppose an 
informer but may only put on shamelessness and 
expose themselves to harm.

Our ancestors did not think chastity so to be 
despised; rather, they showed it such reverence 
that they would wage war on violators of mod-
esty. In fact, so great was their desire for revenge 
that all the tribe of Benjamin would have been 
destroyed unless the six hundred who remained 
out of the war had been protected by a natural 
hill. This is the expression found in the account 
of the sacred lesson whose meaning it is profit-
able to consider. Letter 33.2

The Destruction of Benjamin. Ambrose: 
A proud retort was made, and plans for peace 
were changed to war. In the first and second en-

1NPNF 2 10:86*.   2FC 26:163-64*.
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counters, when many were harmed by a few, the 
Israelites considered yielding, since the battles 
were so unfavorable. There were four hundred 
thousand men warring against twenty-five thou-
sand of the tribe of Benjamin, and they strove 
with seven hundred Gabanites3 [Gibeonites] ex-
perienced in war. When two battles were unfa-
vorable, Israel with eager spirit did not lose hope 
of victory nor of vengeance for the hope they had 
fostered.

Superior in cause and number they yet fell 
back defeated in the battle’s outcome, and, feeling 
that God was offended, they tried with fasting 
and much weeping to gain a reconciliation of 
heaven’s favor. Begging the Lord’s peace, they 
returned more boldly to war, and they to whom 
prayer had given courage and who had enter-
tained much hope were now able to do what they 
planned. On a pretext of withdrawing their front 
lines, setting ambushes at night in the rear of the 
city, where a segment of the enemy was located, 
they followed as some retired and thus were pro-
vided with an opportunity for invading the 
unprotected city. Fires were quickly set and flared 
up while raging flames and waves of heat revealed 
the sight of the taken city. Their spirits broken, 
they faced the enemy. The men of Benjamin who 
thought they were shut in and surrounded, even 
before they were invaded from the rear, began 
scattering and fleeing to the desert, while Israel 

pressed after with doubled force and pursued 
them as they wandered in rout.

About twenty-five thousand were slain, there-
fore, that is, almost all the men of Benjamin 
except six hundred who seized a fortification on a 
rough cliff and by virtue of its situation and with 
the help of nature and partly through fear were a 
terror to their victors. Success advises caution; in 
adversity, revenge is esteemed rather than victory. 
Not even a minority of the women stayed clear of 
that struggle, but all the women of the tribe of 
Benjamin, along with boys and girls of every age, 
were wiped out by sword or fire, and an oath was 
taken that no one would give his daughter to a 
man of that tribe in marriage, so that all chance of 
repairing the name was abolished. Letter 33.4

Providential Escape. Jerome: At Gibeah 
also, now a complete ruin, she5 stopped for a little 
while remembering its sin, and the cutting of the 
concubine into pieces, and how in spite of all this 
three hundred men of the tribe of Benjamin were 
saved6 that in after days Paul might be called a 
Benjamite. Letter 108.8.7

2 1 : 1 - 7  T H E  T R I B E ’ S  F U T U R E  I S  T H R E A T E N E D

1Now the men of Israel had sworn at Mizpah, “No one of us shall give his daughter in marriage
to Benjamin.” 2And the people came to Bethel, and sat there till evening before God, and they
lifted up their voices and wept bitterly. 3And they said, “O Lord, the God of Israel, why has this
come to pass in Israel, that there should be today one tribe lacking in Israel?” 4And on the morrow
the people rose early, and built there an altar, and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings. 5And

3LXX.   4FC 26:168-69*.   5Paula, the mother Eustochium and the sub-
ject of this letter of consolation from Jerome sent to her daughter 
shortly after her death.   6According to Judg 20:47, the number of the 
escaped Benjaminites was six hundred.   7NPNF 2 6:198.
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the people of Israel said, “Which of all the tribes of Israel did not come up in the assembly to the
Lord?” For they had taken a great oath concerning him who did not come up to the Lord to Miz-
pah, saying, “He shall be put to death.” 6And the people of Israel had compassion for Benjamin
their brother, and said, “One tribe is cut off from Israel this day. 7What shall we do for wives for
those who are left, since we have sworn by the Lord that we will not give them any of our daugh-
ters for wives?”

Overview: Our forebears’ regard for virtue is fur-
ther exhibited by their vow to refuse to give their 
daughters in marriage to the tribe of Benjamin, a 
fitting punishment that ensured they would enter 
a union by rape rather than the sacrament of mar-
riage. With the war’s end, wrath turns to grief as 
the people of Israel lament the potential loss of the 
tribe of Benjamin and consider how to remedy the 
unfortunate situation (Ambrose).

21:1 No Daughters Will Be Given to 
Benjamin

Forebears’ Regard for Virtue. Ambrose: 
What regard for virtue our forefathers had to 
avenge by a war the wrongs of one woman which 
had been brought on her by her violation at the 
hands of profligate men! No, when the people 
were conquered, they vowed that they would not 
give their daughters in marriage to the tribe of 
Benjamin! That tribe had remained without hope 
of posterity, had they not received leave of neces-
sity to use deceit. And this permission does not 
seem to fail in giving fitting punishment for viola-
tion, since they were only allowed to enter on a 
union by a rape, and not through the sacrament 
of marriage. And indeed it was right that they 
who had broken another’s intercourse should 
themselves lose their marriage rites. Duties of 
the Clergy 3.19.110.1

21:2-7 The Israelites Have Compassion on 
Benjamin

Anger Turns to Grief. Ambrose: The end of 
the war was also the end of their wrath, and anger 
turned to sorrow. Then, putting off their armor, 
the men of Israel met together and wept much 
and celebrated a fast, grieving that one tribe of 
their brothers had perished and a strong band of 
people had been wiped out. They had warred 
rightly against the authors of the crime because of 
the cost of the sin, but the people had turned 
unhappily against their own flesh and each was 
afflicted with civil war. The outpouring of tears 
moved their minds to compassion and stirred 
their feelings; the plan conceived in anger was 
gone. Sending legates to the six hundred men of 
Benjamin, who for four months guarded them-
selves on the top of sheer rocks and by the 
desert’s barrenness, which was dangerous for a 
mass of attackers, they lamented their common 
hardship in losing their fellow tribesmen, rela-
tives and allies. Yet the hope of renewing the tribe 
was not utterly destroyed, and they consulted 
together how they might agree on a pledge of 
faith and one tribe not perish, severed from the 
body. Letter 33.2

1NPNF 2 10:85*.   2FC 26:169*.
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[ 2 1 : 8 - 1 5  W I V E S  A R E  S O U G H T  I N  J A B E S H - G I L E A D ]

2 1 : 1 6 - 2 5  W I V E S  A R E  S O U G H T  I N  S H I L O H

16Then the elders of the congregation said, “What shall we do for wives for those who are left,
since the women are destroyed out of Benjamin?” 17And they said, “There must be an inheritance
for the survivors of Benjamin, that a tribe be not blotted out from Israel. 18Yet we cannot give them
wives of our daughters.” For the people of Israel had sworn, “Cursed be he who gives a wife to Ben-
jamin.” 19So they said, “Behold, there is the yearly feast of the Lord at Shiloh, which is north of
Bethel, on the east of the highway that goes up from Bethel to Shechem, and south of Lebonah.”
20And they commanded the Benjaminites, saying, “Go and lie in wait in the vineyards, 21and
watch; if the daughters of Shiloh come out to dance in the dances, then come out of the vineyards
and seize each man his wife from the daughters of Shiloh, and go to the land of Benjamin. . . . ”

25In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes.

Overview: The severity of the sentence against 
Benjamin is moderated by the forebears so that 
the tribe might not perish (Ambrose). Applied to 
present circumstances, that  “there was no king in 
Israel” is understood to mean that quarreling and 
discord in the church is a result of turning away 
from the one true God and King of the universe 
(Basil).

21:17-21 Preserving an Inheritance for 
Benjamin

Severity Moderated. Ambrose: The sen-
tence, further, was that none of the people of the 
ancestors should give his daughter in marriage to 
[members of Benjamin’s tribe]. This was con-
firmed by a solemn oath. But relenting at having 
laid so hard a sentence on their brothers, they 
moderated their severity so as to give them in 
marriage those maidens that had lost their par-
ents, whose fathers had been slain for their sins, 
or to give them the means of finding a wife by a 

raid. Because of the villainy of so foul a deed, they 
who had violated another’s marriage rights were 
shown to be unworthy to ask for marriage. But 
for fear that one tribe might perish from the peo-
ple, they connived at the deceit. Duties of the 
Clergy 3.19.115.1

21:25 There Was No King in Israel

Being Led by the Lord. Basil the Great: 
After a long time spent in this state of indecision2 
and while I was still busily searching for the cause 
I have mentioned, there came to my mind the 
book of Judges, which tells how each man did 
what was right in his own eyes and gives the rea-
son for this in these words:  “In those days there 
was no king in Israel.” With these words in mind, 
then, I applied also to the present circumstances 

1NPNF 2 10:86*.   2Basil’s experience led him to conclude that 
whether in secular or sacred contexts, poor leadership and/or the fail-
ure to respect one source of authority leads to discord and division.
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that explanation which, incredible and frighten-
ing as it may be, is quite truly pertinent when it is 
understood; for never before has there arisen 
such discord and quarreling as now among the 
members of the church in consequence of their 
turning away from the one, great and true God 
and only King of the universe. Each person, 
indeed, abandons the teachings of our Lord Jesus 

Christ and arrogates to himself authority in deal-
ing with certain questions, making his own pri-
vate rules and preferring to exercise leadership in 
opposition to the Lord to being led by the Lord. 
Preface on the Judgment of God.3

3FC 9:38*.
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R u t h

1 : 1 - 1 4  N A O M I  A N D  H E R  F A M I L Y

1In the days when the judges ruled there was a famine in the land, and a certain man of Bethle-
hem in Judah went to sojourn in the country of Moab, he and his wife and his two sons. 2The name
of the man was Elimelech and the name of his wife Naomi, and the names of his two sons were
Mahlon and Chilion; they were Ephrathites from Bethlehem in Judah. They went into the country
of Moab and remained there. 3But Elimelech, the husband of Naomi, died, and she was left with
her two sons. 4These took Moabite wives; the name of the one was Orpah and the name of the
other Ruth. They lived there about ten years; 5and both Mahlon and Chilion died, so that the
woman was bereft of her two sons and her husband.

6Then she started with her daughters-in-law to return from the country of Moab, for she had
heard in the country of Moab that the Lord had visited his people and given them food. . . . 8But
Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law,  “Go, return each of you to her mother’s house. May the
Lord deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead and with me. . . . 14Then they lifted up
their voices and wept again; and Orpah kissed her mother-in-law, but Ruth clung to her.

Overview: Elimelech’s involuntary exile was due 
to the famine, which resulted from disobedience 
( Jerome). Ruth is included in Jesus’ genealogy be-
cause her righteousness exceeded the law (Am-
brose). Ruth was greatly rewarded for comforting 
Naomi: she became ancestor of Christ himself 
( Jerome). Orpah’s faithlessness and Ruth’s fidel-
ity symbolize the disharmony between those in 
the world who pursue death versus salvation 
(Paulinus of Nola).

1:1-4 Elimelech’s Family Goes to Moab

The Cause of Elimelech’s Exile. Jerome: 
The Hebrews’ tradition is that this is he in whose 
time the sun stood still, on account of those who 
did not keep the law, so that, when they had seen 

such a miracle, they should turn to the Lord God. 
And because they scorned to do such a thing, 
therefore the famine grew worse, and he who 
seemed foremost in the tribe of Judah not only 
was expelled from his native land with his wife 
and sons, made helpless by famine, but even con-
tinued in that same exile with his sons. Hebrew 
Questions on Chronicles.1

Kinship of Mind and Deeds. Ambrose: If, 
therefore, we know that Tamar was included in 
the Lord’s genealogy on account of mystery,2 we 
ought also to conclude, without doubt, that Ruth 
was not omitted for a similar reason,3 which the 
holy apostle seems to sense when he foresees in 

1MEIT (Ruth), 31*; PL 23:1373.   2See Mt 1:3.   3See Mt 1:5. 
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the Spirit that the calling of foreign nations will 
be accomplished through the gospel, saying that 
the law was given not for the just but for the 
unjust.4 For how did Ruth, when she was a for-
eigner, marry a Jew? And for what reason did the 
Evangelist believe that this marriage, which was 
forbidden by the weight of the law, should be 
included in the genealogy of Christ? Did the Sav-
ior therefore descend from an illegitimate heri-
tage? Unless you return to the apostolic principle 
that the law was not given for the just but for the 
unjust, then, his genealogy would seem to be 
deformed, given that Ruth was a foreigner and a 
Moabite, whereas the law of Moses prohibits 
marriage to Moabites and excludes them from the 
church, as it is written:  “No Moabite shall enter 
the church of the Lord even to the third and 
fourth generation forever.”5 Hence, how did she 
enter the church unless because she was made 
holy and immaculate by deeds [moribus] that go 
beyond the law? For if the law was given for the 
irreverent and sinners, then surely Ruth, who 
exceeded the limits of the law and entered the 
church and was made an Israelite and deserved to 
be counted among the honored figures in the 
Lord’s genealogy, chosen for kinship of mind, not 
of body, is a great example for us, because she pre-
figures all of us who were gathered from the 
nations for the purpose of joining the church of 
the Lord. We should emulate her, therefore, who 
merited by her deeds this privilege of being 
admitted to his society, as history teaches, so that 
we also, by our deeds and accompanying merits, 
might be chosen for election to the church of the 
Lord. . . . When Naomi said to her,  “Behold, your 
sister-in-law has already returned to her people 
and to her god, and so should you,” Ruth 
responded,  “May it not befall me to leave you and 
to go back to my god, for wherever you go, I shall 
go, and I will dwell where you dwell. Your people 
will be my people and your God will be my God; 
I will die where you die and I will be buried 
where you are buried.”6 Thus, the two of them 
went on to Bethlehem. When Boaz, David’s 
great-grandfather, came to know her deeds, 

therefore, and her holiness in relation to her 
mother-in-law and her respect for the dead and 
her reverence for God, he chose her to be his 
wife. Exposition of the Gospel of Luke 3.7

Ancestor of Christ. Jerome: You call to 
mind Blaesilla’s companionship, her conversation 
and her endearing ways; and you cannot endure 
the thought that you have lost them all. I pardon 
you the tears of a mother, but I ask you to restrain 
your grief.8 When I think of the parent, I cannot 
blame you for weeping, but when I think of the 
Christian and the recluse, the mother disappears 
from my view. Your wound is still fresh, and any 
touch of mine, however gentle, is more likely to 
inflame than to heal it. Yet why do you not try to 
overcome by reason a grief which time must inev-
itably assuage? Naomi, fleeing because of famine 
to the land of Moab, there lost her husband and 
her sons. Yet when she was thus deprived of her 
natural protectors, Ruth, a stranger, never left her 
side. And see what a great thing it is to comfort a 
lonely woman: Ruth, for her reward, is made an 
ancestor of Christ.9 Consider the great trials 
which Job endured, and you will see that you are 
over-delicate. Amid the ruins of his house, the 
pains of his sores, his countless bereavements, 
and, last of all, the snares laid for him by his wife, 
he still lifted up his eyes to heaven and main-
tained his patience unbroken. I know what you 
are going to say  “All this befell him as a righteous 
man, to try his righteousness.” Well, choose 
which alternative you please. Either you are holy, 
in which case God is putting your holiness to the 
proof; or else you are a sinner, in which case you 
have no right to complain. For if so, you endure 
far less than your deserts. Letter 39.5.10

1:14 Ruth Clung to Naomi

The Great Conflict. Paulinus of Nola: Next 

4See 1 Tim 1:9.   5Deut 23:3.   6Ruth 1:15-17.   7SC 45:136-138.   
8Jerome writes to console Paula after the death of Blaesilla, a recent 
convert.   9Mt 1:5.   10NPNF 2 6:52.
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pass with eager eyes to Ruth, who with one short 
book separates eras—the end of the period of the 
judges and the beginning of Samuel. It seems a 
short account, but it depicts the symbolism of the 
great conflict when the two sisters separate to go 
their different ways. Ruth follows11 after her holy 
mother-in-law, whereas Orpah abandons her; one 
daughter-in-law demonstrates faithlessness, the 
other fidelity. The one puts God before country, 
the other puts country before life. Does not such 

disharmony continue through the universe, one 
part following God and the other falling headlong 
through the world? If only the two groups seeking 
death and salvation were equal! But the broad 
road seduces many, and those who glide on the 
easy downward course are snatched off headlong 
by sin which cannot be revoked.12 Poems 27.511.13

1 : 1 5 - 2 2  T H E  R E T U R N  T O  B E T H L E H E M

16But Ruth said, “Entreat me not to leave you or to return from following you; for where you go
I will go, and where you lodge I will lodge; your people shall be my people, and your God my God;
17where you die I will die, and there will I be buried. May the Lord do so to me and more also if
even death parts me from you.” 18And when Naomi saw that she was determined to go with her,
she said no more.

19So the two of them went on until they came to Bethlehem. And when they came to Bethlehem,
the whole town was stirred because of them; and the women said, “Is this Naomi?” 20She said to
them, “Do not call me Naomi,a call me Mara,b for the Almighty has dealt very bitterly with me. 21I
went away full, and the Lord has brought me back empty. Why call me Naomi, when the Lord
has afflictedc me and the Almighty has brought calamity upon me?”

a That is Pleasant b That is Bitter c Gk Syr Vg: Heb testified against

Overview: Ruth prefigures the Christian church 
as she was called from the Gentiles and, through 
her confession of the true God, joined the com-
pany of patriarchs and saints (Isidore of 
Seville). We may enter the company of the elect, 
as she did, through pious behavior (Ambrose). 
Virtuous Ruth, although a foreigner, merits a 
place in the genealogy of the Lord due to her ac-
tions towards Naomi ( Jerome). Ruth’s outstand-
ing loyalty is praiseworthy (Theodoret). Boaz 
married Ruth on account of her great faith (In-
complete Work on Matthew). Understood 
allegorically, Naomi represents the Christian soul 

who laments her lost righteousness and exile 
from the face of the Lord (Gregory the Great).

1:16 Your God Shall Be My God

Ruth Prefigures Christian Church. Isi-
dore of Seville: Now let us look at Ruth, for she 
is a type of the church. First she is a type because 
she is a stranger from the Gentile people who 
renounced her native land and all things belonging 
to it. She made her way to the land of Israel. And 
when her mother-in-law forbade her from coming 
with her she persisted, saying,  “Wherever you go, 

11The LXX has  “followed” rather than  “clung.”   12See Mt 7:13.   
13ACW 40:289-90*.
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I shall go; your people shall be my people; and your 
God shall be my God. Whichever land receives 
you as you die, there I too shall die.” This voice 
without doubt shows that she is a type of the 
church. For the church was called to God from the 
Gentiles in just this way: leaving her native land 
(which is idolatry) and giving up all earthly associ-
ations, she confessed that he in whom the saints 
believed is the Lord God; and that she herself will 
go where the flesh of Christ ascended after his pas-
sion; and that on account of his name she would 
suffer in this world unto death; and that she will 
unite with the community of the saints, that is, the 
patriarchs and the prophets. This company, by vir-
tue of which she [Ruth] might be joined to the 
longed-for saints from the lineage of Abraham, 
Moses revealed to us in the canticle, saying,  
“Rejoice, you nations, with his people, (that is, 
people of the Gentiles), pour forth what you 
believe; exult with those who were first chosen for 
eternal joy.”1 On Ruth.2

Kinship of Soul. Ambrose: Ruth entered the 
church and was made an Israelite, and [she] 
deserved to be counted among God’s greatest ser-
vants; chosen on account of the kinship of her soul, 
not of her body. We should emulate her because, 
just as she deserved this prerogative because of her 
behavior, [we] may be counted among the favored 
elect in the church of the Lord. Continuing in our 
Father’s house, we might, through her example, say 
to him who, like Paul or any other bishop, [who] 
calls us to worship God, your people are my peo-
ple, and your God my God. Exposition of the 
Gospel of Luke 3.30.3

Merit for Solacing the Deserted. Jer-
ome: Ruth, a foreigner, did not leave Naomi’s 
side. See how much merit there is in standing by 
the deserted in solace. From her seed, Christ is 
born. Letter 39.5.4

Praiseworthy Loyalty. Theodoret of Cyr: 
The constancy of Ruth, who because of the piety 
of her spirit and the memory of her husband pre-

ferred to her parents a woman worn out in old 
age and laboring in poverty, is praiseworthy.
Questions on Ruth.5

The Merits of Ruth’s Faith. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: Boaz married Ruth on 
account of the merits of her faith, because she 
scorned her own people and land and nation and 
chose Israel, and because she did not despise her 
mother-in-law, a widow like herself, and an exile; 
but she was led by desire to her [Naomi’s] people 
rather than to her [Ruth’s] own. She rejected the 
god of her native land and chose the living God, 
saying to her mother-in-law,  “Do not oppose me.“
Homily 1.6

1:20 Do Not Call Me Naomi

Her Sorrow. Gregory the Great: In 
describing loftily the sweetness of contemplation, 
you have renewed the groans of my fallen state, 
since I hear what I have lost inwardly while 
mounting outwardly, though undeserving, to the 
summit of rule. Know then that I am stricken 
with so great sorrow that I can scarcely speak; for 
the dark shadows of grief obscure the eyes of my 
soul. Whatever is beheld is sad, whatever is 
thought delightful appears to my heart lamenta-
ble. For I reflect on what a dejected height of 
external advancement I have ascended in falling 
from the lofty summit of my rest. And, being sent 
for my faults into the exile of employment from 
the face of my Lord, I say with the prophet, in the 
words, as it were of destroyed Jerusalem,  “He 
who should comfort me has departed far from 
me.”7 . . . For I, my good man, have, as it were, lost 
my children, since through earthly cares I have 
lost works of righteousness. Therefore  “call me 
not Naomi, that is lovely; but call me Mara, for I 
am full of bitterness.” Letter 1.6.8

1Rom 15:10.   2MEIT (Ruth), 7*.   3MEIT (Ruth), 32*; SC 45:137.   
4MEIT (Ruth), 35; CSEL 54:304-5.   5MEIT (Ruth), 32; PG 80:521, 
no. 348.   6MEIT (Ruth), 32; PG 56:619.   7Lam 1:16.   8NPNF 2 
12:76.
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2 : 1 - 7  R U T H  G L E A N S  I N  B O A Z ’ S  F I E L D

1Now Naomi had a kinsman of her husband’s, a man of wealth, of the family of Elimelech,
whose name was Boaz. 2And Ruth the Moabitess said to Naomi, “Let me go to the field, and glean
among the ears of grain after him in whose sight I shall find favor.” And she said to her, “Go, my
daughter.”

Overview: The widow Naomi, who properly 
trained her daughter-in-law Ruth, receives the 
benefit of her assistance as payment for pious in-
struction (Ambrose).

2:2 Ruth Sets Out to Glean

The Fruit of Good Instruction. Ambrose: 
Does the widow Naomi seem to you of small 
account, who supported her widowhood on the 
gleanings from another’s harvest, and who, when 
heavy with age, was supported by her daughter-
in-law? It is a great benefit both for the support 
and for the advantage of widows that they so 
train their daughters-in-law as to have in them a 
support in full old age, and, as it were, payment 
for their teaching and reward for their training. 

For to her who has well taught and well 
instructed her daughter-in-law a Ruth will never 
be wanting who will prefer the widowed life of 
her mother-in-law to her father’s house, and if 
her husband also be dead, will not leave her, will 
support her in need, comfort her in sorrow and 
not leave her if sent away; for good instruction 
will never know need. So that Naomi, deprived of 
her husband and her two sons, having lost the 
offspring of her fruitfulness, did not lose the 
reward of her pious care, for she found both a 
comfort in sorrow and a support in poverty. 
Concerning Widows 6.33.1

2 : 8 - 2 3  B O A Z  T R E A T S  R U T H  K I N D L Y

8Then Boaz said to Ruth, . . . 11“All that you have done for your mother-in-law since the death
of your husband has been fully told me, and how you left your father and mother and your native
land and came to a people that you did not know before. 12The Lord recompense you for what you
have done, and a full reward be given you by the Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings you
have come to take refuge!”. . .

17So she gleaned in the field until evening; then she beat out what she had gleaned, and it was
about an ephah of barley. . . . 19And her mother-in-law said to her, “Where did you glean today?
And where have you worked? Blessed be the man who took notice of you.” So she told her mother-

1NPNF 2 10:396-97*.
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in-law with whom she had worked, and said, “The man’s name with whom I worked today is
Boaz.”  20And Naomi said to her daughter-in-law, “Blessed be he by the Lord, whose kindness has
not forsaken the living or the dead!” 

Overview: Boaz teaches us the virtues of gener-
osity and kindness in his actions toward Ruth. 
God generously rewarded Ruth’s virtues as she 
was deemed worthy to be an ancestor of Jesus. 
Naomi pronounced prophetic blessing upon the 
anonymous benefactor (Theodoret).

2:12 The Lord Recompense You

A Generous Minister of Kindness. The-
odoret of Cyr: The story of Boaz also teaches 
us about virtue. For he not only liberally shares 
his grain with Ruth but also consoles her with 
words. Not only does he share food with her but 
also was himself the minister of his kindness; so 
that whoever does not order another person to be 
his minister, but prepares the flour and bread 
himself, will have given very liberally indeed. 
Questions on Ruth.1

Divine Reward for Ruth’s Virtues. The-

odoret of Cyr: The blessing followed as Boaz 
said it would. For Ruth received the full reward 
from God, so that she was the progenitor of the 
blessing of the nations. Questions on Ruth.2

2:20 Naomi Utters a Blessing

A Thankful Heart. Theodoret of Cyr: 
With a heart thankful for the remembrance of 
kindness, Naomi rewarded the absent benefactor 
of her daughter-in-law with a blessing. For she 
said,  “May he who has acknowledged you be 
blessed, for he has filled an empty soul by doing 
what he did. He took notice not of poverty but 
only of the Lawgiver, who ordered that widows 
be shown care.” Questions on Ruth.3

3 : 1 - 1 8  R U T H  A N D  B O A Z  A T  T H E  T H R E S H I N G  F L O O R

1Then Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, “My daughter, should I not seek a home for you,
that it may be well with you? 2Now is not Boaz our kinsman, with whose maidens you were? See,
he is winnowing barley tonight at the threshing floor. 3Wash therefore and anoint yourself, and put
on your best clothes and go down to the threshing floor; but do not make yourself known to the man
until he has finished eating and drinking. 4But when he lies down, observe the place where he lies;
then, go and uncover his feet and lie down; and he will tell you what to do.” . . .

6So she went down to the threshing floor and did just as her mother-in-law had told her. 7And
when Boaz had eaten and drunk, and his heart was merry, he went to lie down at the end of the
heap of grain. Then she came softly, and uncovered his feet, and lay down. 8At midnight the man

1MEIT (Ruth), 32-33; PG 80:521, no. 348   2MEIT (Ruth), 33; PG 
80:521, no. 348.   3MEIT (Ruth), 33; PG 80:521, nos. 348-49.
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was startled, and turned over, and behold, a woman lay at his feet! 9He said, “Who are you?” And
she answered, “I am Ruth, your maidservant; spread your skirt over your maidservant, for you are
next of kin.” 10And he said, “May you be blessed by the Lord, my daughter; you have made this
last kindness greater than the first, in that you have not gone after young men, whether poor or
rich. 11And now, my daughter, do not fear, I will do for you all that you ask, for all my fellow
townsmen know that you are a woman of worth. 12And now it is true that I am a near kinsman,
yet there is a kinsman nearer than I. 13Remain this night, and in the morning, if he will do the
part of the next of kin for you, well; let him do it; but if he is not willing to do the part of the next
of kin for you, then, as the Lord lives, I will do the part of the next of kin for you. Lie down until
the morning.”

Overview: Naomi’s advice to Ruth is moral and 
dictated by the desire to keep the memory of the 
dead. Ruth’s marriage is free from voluptuous im-
pulses (Theodoret). Ruth exemplifies a great 
number of virtues, including faith, piety, obedience 
and chastity, while Boaz embodies humility, chas-
tity and faith (Incomplete Work on Matthew).

3:1-4 Naomi Instructs Ruth to Approach 
Boaz

Naomi’s Advice. Theodoret of Cyr: What 
does Naomi suggest to her daughter-in-law? 
When Ruth heard her mother-in-law saying,  
“Our neighbor is a true man,” she was reminded 
of his great kindness and thought to want him [to 
be] married to her in law, so that she might keep 
up the memory of the dead. Therefore, she 
[Naomi] suggests to her that she sleep at Boaz’s 
feet, not that she might sell her body (for the 
words of the narrative signify the opposite); 
rather, she trusts the man’s temperance and judg-
ment. Moreover, the actions corroborate the 
words. Questions on Ruth.1

3:10 Boaz Utters a Blessing

The Chaste Matrimony. Theodoret of 
Cyr: He praised Ruth’s deed and, moreover, he 
did not betray temperance, but he kept to the law 
of nuptial congress.2  “You show by your deed,” he 
said,  “that this was not done out of voluptuous-

ness. In fact, you might have gone to those who 
are young and blooming, with only the intent of 
enjoying voluptuousness, but you went to the 
man who stands in place of a father to you.” Twice 
indeed, he calls her daughter. Questions on 
Ruth.3

3:11-13 Boaz Assents to Ruth’s Request

Ruth’s and Boaz’s Virtues. Incomplete 
Work on Matthew: Unless God’s inspiration 
had been in Ruth, she would not have said what 
she said or done what she did. What is praised in 
her first? A love of the tribe of Israel,4 or obedi-
ence, or faith? She desired to have sons5 out of the 
seed of Israel and become one of the people of 
God. Simplicity [is praised] also, because she 
came in under Boaz’s coverlet voluntarily. She 
feared neither that he would perhaps spurn her, 
as a just man might spurn a lascivious woman, 
nor that he might deceive her and, worse, despise 
a deceived woman, as many men might have 
done. But, obeying her mother-in-law’s plans, she 
confidently believed that God would prosper her 
action, knowing her conscience, because lust did 
not push her to it but rather religion was her en-
couragement.

1MEIT (Ruth), 33; PG 80:521, 524, no. 349.   2No sex before mar-
riage.   3MEIT (Ruth), 34; PG 80:524, nos. 349-50.   4PG text adds  “or 
simplicity.”   5PG text reads  “A love of the tribe of Israel because she 
desired to have sons.” 
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What, however, is praised in Boaz? Humility, 
chastity and religion. Humility indeed and chas-
tity, because he did not touch her as a lascivious 
man would [touch] a girl or abhor her as a chaste 
man would a lascivious girl, but as soon as he had 
heard her speak of the law, he ascribed her 
actions to religion. Nor did he despise her as a 
rich man would a pauper, nor was he in awe of 
her, as a mature man might be of a young woman; 

but, more experienced in faith than in body, he 
proceeded in the morning to the gate, calling the 
neighborhood together and prevailing not by the 
law of kinship to her but, rather, by the favor of 
being the chosen one of God.6 Homily 1.7

4 : 1 - 6  B O A Z  A T  T H E  C I T Y  G A T E

1And Boaz went up to the gate and sat down there; and behold, the next of kin, of whom Boaz
had spoken, came by. So Boaz said, “Turn aside, friend; sit down here”; and he turned aside and
sat down. 2And he took ten men of the elders of the city, and said, “Sit down here”; so they sat
down. 3Then he said to the next of kin, “Naomi, who has come back from the country of Moab, is
selling the parcel of land which belonged to our kinsman Elimelech. 4So I thought I would tell you
of it, and say, Buy it in the presence of those sitting here, and in the presence of the elders of my
people. If you will redeem it, redeem it; but if you will not, tell me, that I may know, for there is no
one besides you to redeem it, and I come after you.” And he said, “I will redeem it.” 5Then Boaz
said, “The day you buy the field from the hand of Naomi, you are also buying Ruthe the Moabitess,
the widow of the dead, in order to restore the name of the dead to his inheritance.” 6Then the next
of kin said, “I cannot redeem it for myself, lest I impair my own inheritance. Take my right of
redemption yourself, for I cannot redeem it.”

e Old Latin Vg: Heb of Naomi and from Ruth

Overview: The story of Boaz and Ruth prefig-
ures the coming of John the Baptist, which antici-
pates the union of Christ and his chaste bride, the 
church, who is called from among the Gentiles 
(Isidore of Seville). The manner in which Boaz 
proceeds with the marriage clearly testifies about 
his chastity (Theodoret) and was an act of piety 
(Incomplete Work on Matthew).

4:1-6 Boaz Speaks with the Elders

The Bride, Bridegroom and Best Man 
Prefigured. Isidore of Seville: When Ruth 
entered the land of Israel with her mother-in-law, 
it was provided (on account of the merits of her 
prayers) that she be married to a man of the lin-
eage of Abraham and whom, indeed, she at first 
believed to be her closest kinsman. He [the near-
est kinsman] said that he could not marry her 
and, when he had withdrawn, Boaz was married 
to her, with the witness of ten elders. He [Boaz] 

6They were married not because it was the law and Boaz was the 
closer relative but in spite of the law, because God willed it.   7MEIT 
(Ruth), 34*; PG 56:619.
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who previously confessed himself unable to 
marry that same woman was united with her and 
was blessed by those ten elders.

It is thought that this passage prefigures John 
the Baptist who, when he himself was thought by 
the people of Israel to be Christ and was asked 
who he was, did not deny who he was but con-
fessed it, saying that he was not Christ. And 
those who were sent persisted in these inquiries 
about who he was. He answered,  “I am the voice 
crying in the desert.”1 He confessed the good 
news about the Lord, saying,  “He who has the 
bride is the bridegroom.” He showed that he him-
self was the friend of the groom [the best man], 
since he added,  “Truly, the friend of the groom is 
he who stands and hears him and rejoices on 
account of the groom’s voice.”2 And so they 
thought he was Christ, because they did not 
understand that Christ had come on the day of 
the visitation3 and that he who was earlier prom-
ised by the prophets’ voices was the church’s 
bridegroom. But just as he told her he was not 
her kinsman but then afterwards Ruth was 
united with Boaz, so Christ, who is the true 
bridegroom of the church, whom the sayings of 
all the prophets proclaim, was deemed worthy, 
from all Gentile nations, to claim the church, to 
present to God the Father unnumbered people 
throughout the whole orb of the world, because 
his kinsman took off the sandals. On Ruth.4

The Chastity of Boaz. Theodoret of Cyr: 
The man was so virtuous that he did not rush 

into a marriage outside the law, but he spoke with 
his neighbors about the marriage. However, his 
words are also worthy of admiration. For his first 
words were not about the marriage but about the 
possession of fields, etc. Moreover, when, on 
account of the prospective marriage he [the rela-
tive] in fact refused the contract for the land and 
indeed took off his sandal and gave it to Boaz, in 
accordance with the law, Boaz then took Ruth to 
be his wife. Furthermore, because he was not 
serving lust, he took her in the spirit that one 
should take a wife, and his words also showed 
themselves worthy of praise, You are witnesses 
today, etc.  “I do not,” he said,  “transgress the law 
in marrying a Moabite woman; rather, I diligently 
fulfill divine law, so that the memory of the dead 
is not extinguished.” Questions on Ruth.5

Boaz’s Marriage Is an Act of Piety. 
Incomplete Work on Matthew: Boaz took 
Ruth to be his wife because of the merits of her 
faith, so that a royal nation might be born out of 
so holy a marriage. For Boaz, an old man, did not 
take a wife for himself but for God; not on 
account of his corporeal passions but on account 
of the justice of the law, to revive the seed of his 
kinsman, not serving love so much as religion. He 
was old in age but youthful in faith. Homily 1.6

4 : 7 - 1 2  B O A Z  R E D E E M S  N A O M I ’ S  P R O P E R T Y

7Now this was the custom in former times in Israel concerning redeeming and exchanging: to
confirm a transaction, the one drew off his sandal and gave it to the other, and this was the manner
of attesting in Israel. 8So when the next of kin said to Boaz, “Buy it for yourself,” he drew off his

1Jn 1:19-27.   2Jn 3:28-29.   3Lk 1:40-45.   4MEIT (Ruth), 7*.   5MEIT 
(Ruth), 34-35*; PG 80:524-25, nos. 350-51.   6MEIT (Ruth), 35; PG 
56:619.
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sandal. 9Then Boaz said to the elders and all the people,  “You are witnesses this day that I have
bought from the hand of Naomi all that belonged to Elimelech and all that belonged to Chilion and
to Mahlon. 10Also Ruth the Moabitess, the widow of Mahlon, I have bought to be my wife, to per-
petuate the name of the dead in his inheritance, that the name of the dead may not be cut off from
among his brethren and from the gate of his native place; you are witnesses this day.” 11Then all
the people who were at the gate, and the elders, said, “We are witnesses. May the Lord make the
woman, who is coming into your house, like Rachel and Leah, who together built up the house of
Israel. May you prosper in Ephrathah and be renowned in Bethlehem; 12and may your house be
like the house of Perez, whom Tamar bore to Judah, because of the children that the Lord will give
you by this young woman.”

Overview: Although Boaz desires to marry 
Ruth, the law of kinsman redemption seems to 
prevent such a union. Ruth must first seek her 
dead husband’s nearest next of kin to satisfy the 
law (Ambrose). The marriage of Ruth and Boaz 
has a profound symbolic meaning; it prefigures 
salvation of all peoples in Christ and his church 
(Isidore of Seville, Chrysostom). The elders’ 
blessing of Ruth’s marriage is prophetic as it 
looks toward the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem 
(Theodoret).

4:7-12 The Transaction Confirmed

The Custom of Redemption. Ambrose: For, 
by the law, when a man died, the marriage bond 
with his wife was passed on to his brother or 
other male next of kin, in order that the seed of 
the brother or next of kin might renew the life of 
the house. And so it was that Ruth, though she 
was foreign-born, had possessed a husband of the 
Jewish people who had left a kinsman of near 
relation. Although she was seen and loved by 
Boaz while gleaning and maintaining herself and 
her mother-in-law with what she gleaned, she 
could not become the wife of Boaz until she had 
first loosed the shoe from him whose wife she 
ought, by the law, to have become.

The story is a simple one, but deep are its hid-
den meanings, for that which was done was the 
outward signs of something more. If indeed we 
should stretch the sense so as to fit the letter 

exactly, we should almost find the words an occa-
sion of a certain shame and horror, that we 
should regard them as intending and conveying 
the thought of common bodily intercourse. 
Rather it was the foreshadowing of one who was 
to arise from the Jewish people—whence Christ 
was, after the flesh—who should, with the seed 
of heavenly teaching, revive the seed of his dead 
kinsman, that is to say, the people, and to whom 
the precepts of the law, in their spiritual signifi-
cance, assigned the sandal of marriage, for the 
espousals of the church. On the Christian 
Faith 3.69-70.1

Christ, the True Bridegroom. Isidore of 
Seville: It was an old custom that if a groom 
wished to divorce his bride he took off his sandal 
and this was the sign of the divorce. Conse-
quently, he was ordered to take off his sandals, 
lest he approach the church wearing sandals like a 
bridegroom; for this office was reserved for 
Christ, who is the true bridegroom. However, the 
blessing of the ten elders showed that all Gentile 
peoples were saved and blessed in the name of 
Christ. For iota signifies ten in Greek, and this 
first letter will signify the name of the Lord Jesus 
in full; which shows, as we said, that all peoples 
are saved through him and are blessed. Therefore, 
let no one doubt these things that were said, since 
it may be seen that they were everywhere and 

1NPNF 2 10:253*.
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from the beginning prefigured by antecedent fig-
ures; and they were clearly fulfilled in this way 
through the advent of the Lord; and which were 
superfluous, being completed in this way by the 
accord of all voiced in truth; and by all  “figures” 
of the holy Scriptures, which he who promised 
[them] fulfilled through his son, Jesus Christ our 
Lord, king, and redeemer and savior, with whom 
is honor and glory from age to age. Amen. On 
Ruth.2

Forsaking a Prior Way of Life. Chrysos-
tom: Those things which happened to Ruth 
should be seen as figures. For she was an outsider 
and had fallen into extreme penury; but Boaz, 
seeing her, did not despise her on account of her 
poverty, nor was he horrified on account of her 
impiety; even as Christ received the church, who 
was both a stranger and laboring, in need of great 
good things. Ruth is not joined with her consort 

before forsaking her parents and her nation and 
her native land: never was anyone so much enno-
bled by marriage. Thus the church was not made 
loveable to her spouse before she had forsaken 
her prior customs. The prophet says,  “Forget 
your people.”3 Homilies on the Gospel of 
Matthew 3.4

Prophetic Benediction of the Elders. 
Theodoret of Cyr: The elders confirmed the 
marriage with a blessing, saying,  “The Lord made 
this woman,” etc. Moreover,  “So that she may be 
an example of virtue in Ephrathah,” they predicted 
the salvific birth through which Bethlehem was 
made famous among all people. Questions on 
Ruth.5

4 : 1 3 - 2 2  T H E  B I R T H  O F  O B E D

13So Boaz took Ruth and she became his wife; and he went in to her, and the Lord gave her
conception, and she bore a son. 14Then the women said to Naomi, “Blessed be the Lord, who has
not left you this day without next of kin; and may his name be renowned in Israel! 15He shall be to
you a restorer of life and a nourisher of your old age; for your daughter-in-law who loves you, who
is more to you than seven sons, has borne him.” 16Then Naomi took the child and laid him in her
bosom, and became his nurse. 17And the women of the neighborhood gave him a name, saying, “A
son has been born to Naomi.” They named him Obed; he was the father of Jesse, the father of
David.

Overview: Ruth’s love for God, exhibited in her 
boldness and humility, is rewarded with the privi-
lege of bearing Christ (Ephrem). The union of 
Boaz, the son of Abraham, with Ruth, a for-
eigner, prefigures the marriage of the Son of God 

to the Gentile-born church (Theophylact).

4:13-17 The Lord Provides a Next of Kin

Ruth’s Love Rewarded. Ephrem the Syr-

2MEIT (Ruth), 7-8*.   3Ps 45:10 (44:10 LXX).   4MEIT (Ruth), 35*; 
PG 57:35-36.   5MEIT (Ruth), 35; PG 80:525, no. 351-52.
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ian: Let Tamar rejoice that her Lord has come, 
for her name announced the son of her Lord, 
and her appellation called you to come to her.

By you honorable women made themselves 
contemptible, [you] the One who makes all 
chaste. She stole you at the crossroads, [you] who 
prepared the road to the house of the kingdom. 
Since she stole life, the sword was insufficient to 
kill her.

Ruth lay down with a man on the threshing 
floor for your sake. Her love was bold for your 
sake. She teaches boldness to all penitents. Her 
ears held in contempt all [other] voices for the 
sake of your voice.

The fiery coal that crept into the bed of Boaz 
went up and lay down. She saw the Chief Priest 
hidden in his loins, the fire for his censer. She ran 
and became the heifer of Boaz. For you she 
brought forth the fatted ox.

She went gleaning for love of you; she gathered 
straw. You repaid her quickly the wage of her 

humiliation: instead of ears [of wheat], the Root 
of kings, and instead of straw, the Sheaf of Life 
that descends from her. Hymns on the Nativ-
ity 9.12-16.1

Foreigners Not Excluded. Theophylact: 
And Boaz begat Obed of Ruth. Ruth was a for-
eigner, but nevertheless she was married to Boaz. 
So, too, the church is from among the Gentiles. 
For like Ruth, these Gentiles had been foreigners 
and outside the covenants, yet they forsook their 
people, their idols and their father, the devil. And 
as Ruth was wed to Boaz of the seed of Abraham, 
so too was the church taken as bride by the Son 
of God. Explanation of Matthew 1.3-4.2

1CWS 126-27.   2EBT 16.
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1  S a m u e l

1 : 1 - 2  E L K A N A H  A N D  H I S  W I V E S

1There was a certain man of Ramathaim-zophim of the hill country of Ephraim, whose name
was Elkanah the son of Jeroham, son of Elihu, son of Tohu, son of Zuph, an Ephraimite. 2He had
two wives; the name of the one was Hannah, and the name of the other Peninnah. And Peninnah
had children, but Hannah had no children.

Overview: Unlike sinners, who possess divided 
personalities, the just are praised for their inter-
nal peace and their unity of heart with others like 
them. As Peninnah and Hannah symbolize con-
version and grace, the wives of the patriarchs are 
most fittingly understood as figures for virtues, 
hence Elkanah had sons by conversion and sons 
by grace (Origen). Samuel is a type of Christ 
(Cyprian).

1:1 There Was a Certain Man

The Just Are One. Origen: Is not this very 
thing a reason for praising the just person, that 
one can say of him:  “There was one man”? We 
who are still sinners cannot acquire that title of 
praise because each of us is not one but many. For 
looking at me is the face of one who is now angry, 
and then sad, a little later happy, and then dis-
turbed and then gentle, at times concerned with 
the things of God and actions leading to eternal 
life, but shortly after doing things based on greed 
or the glory of this world. You can see, then, that 
he who was thought to be one is not one at all; 
but there seem to be as many persons in him as 
there are customs. . . . But as for the just, not only 
is each said to be one but they are, all together, 

said to be one. And why shouldn’t they all be 
called one, who were described as being of  “one 
heart and soul”1? They constantly contemplate 
one wisdom, are of one affection and disposition, 
reverence one God, confess one Jesus Christ as 
Lord, are filled with one Spirit of God. They are 
rightly called not just one [thing] but  “one per-
son,” as the apostle indicated when he said,  “All 
the runners compete, but only one receives the 
prize.”2 Homilies on 1 Kings 1.4.3

1:2 Elkanah Had Two Wives

Wives as Figures for Virtues. Origen: In 
this [figurative] way, therefore, I think the mar-
riages of the elders are interpreted more fittingly; 
in this way the unions entered by the patriarchs 
in their now final and weakened age are under-
stood nobly; in this way I hold the necessary be-
getting of children should be reckoned. For young 
men are not so well fitted as old men for such 
marriages and for offspring of this kind. For to 
the extent that someone is feeble in the flesh, to 
such an extent will he be stronger in virtue of the 
soul and more fit for the embraces of wisdom. So 

1Acts 4:32.   21 Cor 9:24.   3OSF 281*.
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also that just man Elkanah in the Scriptures is re-
ported to have had two wives at the same time, 
one of whom was called Peninnah, the other 
Hannah, that is,  “conversion” and  “grace.” And 
first, indeed, he is said to have had sons by Penin-
nah, that is, of conversion, and later by Hannah, 
that is, of grace.

And indeed the Scripture designates the 
progress of the saints figuratively by marriages. 
Whence also you can, if you wish, be a husband 
of marriages of this kind. For example, if you 
freely practice hospitality, you will appear to have 
taken her as your wife. If you shall add to this 
care of the poor, you will appear to have obtained 
a second wife. But if you should also join patience 
to yourself and gentleness and the other virtues, 
you will appear to have taken as many wives as 
the virtues you enjoy.

Thence it is, therefore, that Scripture recounts 
that some of the patriarchs had many wives at the 
same time, that others took other wives when pre-
vious wives had died. The purpose of this is to 
indicate figuratively that some can exercise many 
virtues at the same time; others cannot begin those 
which follow before they have brought the former 
virtues to perfection. Homilies on Genesis 11.2.4 

Samuel a Type of the Messiah. Cyprian:
That the church which before had been barren 

should have more children from among the Gen-
tiles than what the synagogue had had before. 
Isaiah said,  “Rejoice, O barren one, that barest 
not; break forth and shout, who has not been in 
labor, for the deserted one will have more chil-
dren than she who has a husband. . . .”5 So also, to 
Abraham, when his first son was born of a bond-
woman, Sarah remained long barren, but later, in 
her old age, bore him her promised son Isaac, 
who was a type of the Christ. Jacob also took two 
wives: the elder, Leah, with weak eyes, was a type 
of the synagogue; the younger and beautiful 
Rachel, a type of the church, who also remained 
long barren and afterwards brought forth Joseph, 
who also was himself a type of Christ. And in 
1 Kings [Samuel] it is said that Elkanah has two 
wives: Peninnah, with her sons; and Hannah, 
barren, from whom is born not according to the 
order of generation but according to the mercy 
and promise of God, when she had prayed in the 
temple; and Samuel, being born, was a type of 
Christ. Again in 1 Kings [Samuel]:  “The barren 
has born seven; and she who had many children 
has grown weak.”6 To Quirinus: Testimonies 
Against the Jews 1.20.7

1 : 3 - 8  H A N N A H ’ S  G R I E F

3Now this man used to go up year by year from his city to worship and to sacrifice to the Lord
of hosts at Shiloh, where the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were priests of the Lord. 4On
the day when Elkanah sacrificed, he would give portions to Peninnah his wife and to all her sons
and daughters; 5and, althougha he loved Hannah, he would give Hannah only one portion, because
the Lord had closed her womb. 6And her rival used to provoke her sorely, to irritate her, because
the Lord had closed her womb. 7So it went on year by year; as often as she went up to the house of

4FC 71:170-71*.   5Is 54:1.   61 Sam 2:5.   7ANF 5:512-13**.
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the Lord, she used to provoke her. Therefore Hannah wept and would not eat. 8And Elkanah, her
husband, said to her, “Hannah, why do you weep? And why do you not eat? And why is your heart
sad? Am I not more to you than ten sons?”

a Gk: Heb obscure

Overview: The highest values may be learned 
from witnessing Hannah’s patience while endur-
ing suffering as she waited for God’s timing 
(Chrysostom).  “Rivalry” has several meanings 
(Verecundus). Weeping and fasting for want of a 
child, Hannah is an example of watchfulness in 
prayer serves as a model for Christians (Chrysos-
tom). Her fast, which demonstrates reverential 
awe, is the means by which she obtained a son 
(Tertullian).

1:5 The Lord Had Closed Her Womb

God’s Purpose for Suffering. Chrysos-
tom: Let us not take this with a grain of salt; 
instead let us learn also from this the highest val-
ues, and when we fall foul of some disaster, even 
if we are suffering grief and pain, even if the trou-
ble seems insupportable to us, let us not be anx-
ious or beside ourselves but wait on God’s 
providence. He is well aware, after all, when is 
the time for what is causing us depression to be 
removed—which is what happened in her case as 
well. It was not out of hatred, in fact, or of revul-
sion that he closed her womb, but to open to us 
the doors on the values the woman possessed and 
for us to espy the riches of her faith and realize 
that he rendered her more conspicuous on that 
account. . . . Extreme the pain, great the length of 
grief—not two or three days, not twenty or a 
hundred, not a thousand or twice as much; 
instead,  “for a long time,” it says, for many years 
the woman was grieving and distressed, the 
meaning of  “for a long time.” Yet she showed no 
impatience, nor did the length of time undermine 
her values, nor the reproaches and abuse of her 
rival; instead, she was unremitting in prayer and 
supplication, and what was most remarkable of 
all, showing in particular her love for God, was 

the fact that she was not simply anxious to have 
this very child for herself but to dedicate the fruit 
of her womb to God, offer the first fruits of her 
own womb and receive the reward for this fine 
promise. Homilies on Hannah 1.1

1:6 Her Rival Provoked Her

Envy. Verecundus: The word rival [aemulare] 
has a threefold meaning.2 First, it means to emu-
late [imitari], as in  “Seek after the greater gifts.”3 
We also read,  “It is good that you always be emu-
lated for the good.”4 Second, it is to envy 
[invidere], even one’s enemy, as was said through 
Samuel to Saul:  “God has taken the kingdom 
from you and has given it to your rival [aemulo].”5 
Peninnah, moreover, who played the role of the 
synagogue, was envied by Hannah because Han-
nah had not begotten a child in her barrenness.  
“Hannah’s rival [aemula] afflicted and agitated her 
severely.” The term rival here indicates enmity or 
envy. But  “agitated” signifies  “oppressed” 
[obprimebat], a metaphorical expression drawn 
from the act of choking on a piece of meat that 
one has suddenly regurgitated. Third, aemulare 
means  “to anger,” as was demonstrated when the 
apostle said,  “Shall we be angered [aemulamur] by 
the Lord? Are we stronger than he?”6 In other 
words, it means to provoke a temper. Commen-
tary on the Canticle of Deuteronomy 22.8.7

1:7-8 Hannah Wept and Would Not Eat

1COTH 1:74-75.   2The text upon which Verecundus here comments, 
apparently a conflation of Deuteronomy 32:16-21, reads, “They envied 
me in their idols, not in God; they provoked my wrath with their 
idols.”   31 Cor 12:31.   4Gal 4:18.   51 Sam 15:28.   61 Cor 10:22.   7CCL 
93:38-39.
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Watchfulness in Prayer. Chrysostom: 
Would you like to understand what watchfulness 
in prayer is? Go to Hannah, listen to her very 
words,  “Adonai Eloi Sabaoth.”8 No, rather, hear 
what preceded those words;  “they all rose up,” 9 
says the history,  “from the table,” and she did not 
give herself right away to sleep or to repose. She 
appears to me even when she was sitting at the 
table to have partaken lightly and not to have 
been made heavy with food. Otherwise she could 
never have shed so many tears. When we are fast-
ing and foodless, we hardly pray in such a man-
ner, or rather never pray in this way. Much more 
Hannah would not ever have prayed in this fash-
ion after a meal, unless even at the meal she had 
been like those that do not eat. Let men be 

ashamed at the example of this woman. Let those 
be ashamed who are suing and grasping for a 
kingdom, at her, praying and weeping for a little 
child. Homilies on Ephesians 24.10

The Power of Fasting. Tertullian: Thus a 
Godward fast is a work of reverential awe. By its 
means also Hannah the wife of Elkanah making 
suit, barren as she had been beforetime, easily 
obtained from God the filling of her belly, empty 
of food, with a son, indeed, and a prophet. On 
Fasting 7.11

1 : 9 - 1 1  H A N N A H ’ S  V O W  A T  S H I L O H

9After they had eaten and drunk in Shiloh, Hannah rose. Now Eli the priest was sitting on the
seat beside the doorpost of the temple of the Lord. 10She was deeply distressed and prayed to the
Lord, and wept bitterly. 11And she vowed a vow and said, “O Lord of hosts, if thou wilt indeed
look on the affliction of thy maidservant, and remember me, and not forget thy maidservant, but
wilt give to thy maidservant a son, then I will give him to the Lord all the days of his life, and no
razor shall touch his head.”

Overview: Hannah exhibits great confidence by 
boldly approaching the heavenly King directly 
with her request (Chrysostom). Similarity be-
tween the Lord’s prayer and Hannah’s is found in 
the request for deliverance from evil (Augus-
tine). Like water on hard ground, Hannah’s tears 
softened her infertile womb. Through her tears, 
suffering and vow, Hannah demonstrates exem-
plary behavior. Out of great reverence, she asked 
God for one son whom she promises to return, 
content with the reward of laboring for God’s 
priest (Chrysostom).

1:9 Eli the Priest

Hannah’s Great Confidence. Chrysos-
tom: You see, just as a widow who is destitute 
and all alone, much abused and wronged, will 
often not be alarmed at the imminent triumphal 
procession of emperor, bodyguards, shield bear-
ers, horses, and all the rest of his advance retinue, 
but without need of a patron will brush past 
them all and with great confidence accost the 
emperor, exaggerating her own situation under 
pressure of her sense of need, so too this woman 

81 Sam 1:20.   91 Sam 1:9.   10NPNF 1 13:170*.   11ANF 4:106*.
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was not embarrassed, was not ashamed, though 
the priest was sitting there, to make her request 
in person and with great confidence approach the 
king. Instead, under the impulse of desire and in 
her mind ascending to heaven as though she saw 
God himself, she addressed him this way with 
complete ardor. Homilies on Hannah 1.1

1:10-11 Hannah Prays and Vows to the Lord

Deliverance from Evil. Augustine: There 
were two women with the honored name of 
Anna:2 one married, who gave birth to holy Sam-
uel; the other a widow, who recognized the Saint 
of saints when he was still an infant. The mar-
ried one prayed with grief of soul and affliction 
of heart, because she had no sons. In answer to 
her prayer Samuel was given to her, and she 
offered him to God as she had vowed in her 
prayer to do. It is not easy to see how her prayer 
agrees with the Lord’s Prayer, except, perhaps, in 
those words,  “Deliver us from evil,” because it 
seemed no slight evil to be married and to be 
deprived of the fruit of marriage, when the sole 
purpose of marriage is the begetting of children. 
Letter 130.3

Floods of Tears. Chrysostom: What did she 
say? Instead of saying anything at first, she began 
with wailing and shed warm floods of tears. And 
just as, when rain storms fall, even the harder 
ground is moistened and softened and easily 
bestirs itself to produce crops, so too did this 
happen in the case of this woman: as though soft-
ened by the flood of tears and warmed with the 
pangs, the womb began to stir in that wonderful 
fertility. Homilies on Hannah 1.4

Hannah’s Example. Chrysostom:  “And she 
stood,” it says,  “before the Lord”; and what are 
her words?  “Adonai, Lord, Eloi Sabaoth!” and 
this is, being interpreted,  “O Lord, the God of 
Hosts.” Her tears went before her speech. By 

these she hoped to prevail with God to bend to 
her request. Where tears are, there is always 
affliction also; where affliction is, there is great 
wisdom and attentiveness.  She continues,  “If you 
will indeed look on the affliction of your hand-
maid and will give to your handmaid a male child, 
then I will give him to the Lord all the days of his 
life.” She said not  “for one year” or  “for two” as 
we do; nor did she say,  “If you will give me a 
child, I will give you money”; but,  “I give back to 
you the very gift itself entirely, my firstborn, the 
son of my prayer.” Truly here was a daughter of 
Abraham. He gave when it was demanded of him. 
She offers even before it is demanded. Homilies 
on Ephesians 24.5

A Wealth of Reverence. Chrysostom: Take 
note of the woman’s reverence: she did not say,  “If 
you give me three, I shall give you two;” or  “if 
two, I shall give you one.” Instead,  “If you give me 
one, I shall dedicate the offspring wholly to you.”  
“He will not drink wine or strong drink.” She had 
not yet received the child and was already form-
ing a prophet, talking about his upbringing and 
making a deal with God. What wonderful confi-
dence on a woman’s part! Since she could not 
make a deposit on account of not having any-
thing, she pays the price from what is coming to 
her. Just as many farmers who are living in 
extreme poverty but have no money to buy a calf 
or sheep, get them on credit from their masters 
by pledging to pay the price from the crops that 
are due, just so did she do, too—or rather much 
more: she did not take her son from God on 
credit but on condition of returning him wholly 
to him once again and reaping the fruit of his 
upbringing. She regarded it as sufficient reward, 
you see, to devote her labors to God’s priest. 
Homilies on Hannah 1.6

1COTH 1:76-77.   2“Hannah” as it appears in Greek translation.   3FC 
18:399.   4COTH 1:77.   5NPNF 1 13:170*.   6COTH 1:78.
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1 : 1 2 - 1 8  E L I  B L E S S E S  H A N N A H

12As she continued praying before the Lord, Eli observed her mouth. 13Hannah was speaking in
her heart; only her lips moved, and her voice was not heard; therefore Eli took her to be a drunken
woman. 14And Eli said to her, “How long will you be drunken? Put away your wine from you.”
15But Hannah answered,  “No, my lord, I am a woman sorely troubled; I have drunk neither wine
nor strong drink, but I have been pouring out my soul before the Lord.” . . . 17Then Eli answered,
“Go in peace, and the God of Israel grant your petition which you have made to him.” 

Overview: Our hearts, rather than our voices, 
cry out to God as Hannah’s did (Caesarius of 
Arles). Women should emulate Hannah’s exam-
ple by singing and praying quietly in church (Cyril 
of Jerusalem). Tears shed in private are esteemed 
as appropriate and effective (Chrysostom). God 
hears the inward, silent prayer (Clement of 
Alexandria). Hannah, who typifies the church, 
exhibits faith that the Lord hears the heart’s cry 
through her silent prayer (Cyprian). God’s delay 
in fulfilling Hannah’s desire displays providential 
kindness since affliction develops character and 
makes the heart wise (Chrysostom).

1:13-14 Hannah’s Unspoken Prayer

Silent Prayer. Caesarius of Arles: As often 
as we apply ourselves to prayer, dearly beloved, 
we should above all pray in silence and quiet. If a 
man wants to pray aloud, he seems to take the 
fruit of prayer away from those who are standing 
near him. Only moans and sighs and groans 
should be heard. Indeed our prayer ought to be 
like that of holy Hannah, the mother of blessed 
Samuel, of whom it is written that  “she prayed, 
shedding many tears, and only her lips moved, 
but her voice was not heard at all.” Let everyone 
hear and imitate this, especially those who pray 
aloud without any embarrassment and in such a 
chattering fashion that they do not allow those 
near them to pray. Therefore, let us pray, as I said, 
with sighs and moans and groans, in accord with 

the words of the prophet:  “I roared with the 
groaning of my heart.”1 Let us pray, I repeat, not 
with a loud voice but with our hearts crying out 
to God. Sermon 72.2.2

Women Are to Emulate Hannah. Cyril of 
Jerusalem: Let the virgins likewise form a sepa-
rate band, singing hymns or reading; silently, 
however, so that while their lips speak, no other’s 
ears may hear what they say. For,  “I suffer not a 
woman to speak in church.”3 Let the married 
woman imitate them: let her pray and her lips 
move but her voice not be heard. So shall Samuel 
come among us: your barren soul, that is to say, 
shall bring forth the salvation of  “God who has 
heard your prayers.” For that is the meaning of  
“Samuel.” Catechetical Lectures, Procate-
chesis 14.4

Secret Tears. Chrysostom: For I seek those 
tears which are shed not for display but in com-
punction; those which trickle down secretly and 
in closets and in sight of no person, softly and 
noiselessly; those which arise from a certain 
depth of mind, those shed in anguish and in sor-
row, those which are for God alone. Such were 
Hannah’s, for  “her lips moved,” it is said,  “but 
her voice was not heard.” Her tears alone uttered 
a cry more clear than any trumpet. And because 
of this, God also opened her womb and made the 
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hard rock a fruitful field. Homilies on the Gos-
pel of Matthew 6.8.5

Conversation with God. Clement of 
Alexandria: Prayer is, then, to speak more 
boldly, a conversation with God. Though whis-
pering, consequently, and not opening the lips, 
we speak in silence, yet we cry inwardly. For God 
hears continually the whole inward conversation.
Stromateis 7.7.6

God Hears the Heart. Cyprian: This Han-
nah does in the first book of Kings [Samuel], por-
traying a type of the church, [she] prays to God 
not with a noisy petition but silently and mod-
estly within the very recesses of her heart. She 
spoke with a hidden prayer but with manifest 
faith. She did not speak with the voice but with 
the heart, because she knew that so the Lord 
hears, and she effectually obtained what she 
sought, because she asked with faith. Divine 
Scripture declares this, saying,  “She spoke in her 
heart and her lips moved, but her voice was not 
heard, and the Lord heard her.” The Lord’s 
Prayer 5.7

Win Greater Favor from God. Chrysos-
tom: At home her rival mocked her. She went 
into the temple, and the priest’s boy abused her 
and the priest upbraided her. She fled the storm 
at home, entered port and still ran into turbu-
lence. She went to get a remedy, and not only did 
not get it but received an additional burden of 
taunts, and the wound instead was opened up 
again. You are aware, of course, how distressed 
souls are susceptible to abuse and insult: just as 
bad wounds cannot stand the slightest contact 
with the hand but become worse, so too the soul 
that is disturbed and upset has problems with 
everything and is stung by a chance remark. The 
woman, on the contrary, was not like that, even in 
this case with the boy abusing her.8 Had the 
priest been intoxicated, the insults would not 
have been so surprising; his high rank and heavy 
responsibility convinced her against her will to 

keep her composure. But in fact she was not even 
upset with the priest’s boy, and hence she won 
God’s favor even further. Should we too be 
abused and suffer countless misadventures, let us 
put up nobly with those who insult us, and we 
shall thus win greater favor from God. Homi-
lies on Hannah 2.9

The Testing of Affliction. Chrysostom: 
But observe even after this her deep reverence.  
“Only her lips moved, but her voice,” it says,  “was 
not heard.” And in this way does the one who 
would gain his request draw near to God; not 
consulting his ease, nor gaping, nor lounging, nor 
scratching his head, nor with utter listlessness. 
So was not God able to grant, even without any 
prayer at all? So did he not know the woman’s de-
sire even before she asked? And yet had he 
granted it before she asked, then the woman’s ear-
nestness would not have been shown, her virtue 
would not have been made manifest, she would 
not have gained so great a reward. So that the de-
lay is not the result of envy or of witchcraft but of 
providential kindness. When therefore you hear 
the Scripture saying that  “the Lord had shut up 
her womb” and that  “her rival deeply provoked 
her,” consider that it is his intention to prove the 
woman’s seriousness. For observe that she had a 
husband devoted to her, for he said,  “Am I not 
better to you than ten sons?”  “And her rival,” it 
says,  “deeply provoked her,” that is, reproached 
her, insulted her. And yet she never once retali-
ated, nor uttered imprecation against her, nor 
said,  “Avenge me, for my rival reviles me.” The 
other had children, but this woman had her hus-
band’s love to make amends. With this at least he 
even consoled her, saying,  “Am I not better to you 
than ten sons?”

 But let us look again at the deep wisdom of 
this woman.  “And Eli,” it says,  “thought she was 
drunk.” Yet observe what she says to him also,  
“No, do not count your handmaid for a daughter 

5NPNF 1 10:41*.   6ANF 2:534*.   7FC 36:130*.   8In the LXX, the 
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of Belial, for out of the abundance of my com-
plaint and my provocation have I spoken up till 
now.” Here is truly the proof of a contrite heart, 
when we are not angry with those that revile us, 
when we are not indignant against them, when 
we reply only in self-defense. Nothing renders the 

heart so wise as affliction; nothing is there so 
sweet as  “godly mourning.”10 Homilies on Ephe-
sians 24.11

1 : 1 9 - 2 8  S A M U E L ’ S  B I R T H

A N D  P R E S E N T A T I O N  A T  S H I L O H

19They rose early in the morning and worshiped before the Lord; then they went back to their
house at Ramah. And Elkanah knew Hannah his wife, and the Lord remembered her; 20and in
due time Hannah conceived and bore a son, and she called his name Samuel, for she said, “I have
asked him of the Lord.” . . .

24And when she had weaned him, she took him up with her, along with a three-year-old bull,b

an ephah of flour, and a skin of wine; and she brought him to the house of the Lord at Shiloh; and
the child was young.

b Gk Syr: Heb three bulls

Overview: Women and men alike are urged to 
emulate Hannah as she faced intolerable calamity 
with faith and zeal toward God (Chrysostom). 
Hannah, who strove in prayer to overcome her 
barrenness, is a model of diligence and faithful-
ness (Augustine).

1:20 Hannah Bore a Son

Emulate Hannah’s Faith. Chrysostom: 
Let the men among us emulate her, let the women 
among us imitate her: the woman is teacher of 
both sexes. Those who are sterile, let them not 
despair; those who are mothers, let them bring up 
in this fashion the children they have borne; and 
let everyone emulate this woman’s faith in giving 
birth and zeal following the birth. I mean, what 
could reveal sounder values than the way she 
meekly and nobly put up in such a manner with an 

intolerable calamity and did not desist until she 
had escaped the disaster and discovered a remark-
able and baffling outcome of the problem, finding 
no helper or ally here below. In fact, she experi-
enced the Lord’s lovingkindness—hence she made 
her approach on her own and achieved what she 
wanted. That is to say, the remedy for that depres-
sion depended not on human help but on divine 
grace. Homilies on Hannah 2.1

1:24 Hannah Brings Samuel to the House of 
the Lord

A Model of Wholehearted Prayer. 
Augustine. Considering all these things, and 
whatever else the Lord shall have made known to 
you in this matter, which either does not occur to 

1COTH 1:82-83.
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me or would take too much time to state here, 
strive in prayer to overcome this world: pray in 
hope, pray in faith, pray in love, pray earnestly 
and patiently, pray as a widow belonging to 
Christ. For although prayer is, as he has taught, 
the duty of all his members, that is, of all who 
believe in him and are united to his body, a more 
assiduous attention to prayer is found to be spe-
cially enjoined in Scripture upon those who are 
widows. Two women of the name of [Hannah] 
are honorably named there—the one, Elkanah’s 

wife, who was the mother of holy Samuel; the 
other, the widow who recognized the Most Holy 
One when he was yet a babe. [Hannah], though 
married, prayed with sorrow of mind and broken-
ness of heart because she had no sons; and she 
obtained Samuel and dedicated him to the Lord, 
because she vowed to do so when she prayed for 
him. Letter 130.162

2 : 1 - 1 0  H A N N A H ’ S  P R A Y E R

1Hannah also prayed and said,
“My heart exults in the Lord;

my strength is exalted in the Lord.
  My mouth derides my enemies,

because I rejoice in thy salvation.
2“There is none holy like the Lord,

there is none besides thee;
there is no rock like our God.

3Talk no more so very proudly,
let not arrogance come from your mouth;

  for the Lord is a God of knowledge,
and by him actions are weighed.

4The bows of the mighty are broken,
but the feeble gird on strength.

5Those who were full have hired themselves out for bread,
but those who were hungry have ceased to hunger.

The barren has borne seven,
but she who has many children is forlorn.

6The Lord kills and brings to life;
he brings down to Sheol and raises up.

7The Lord makes poor and makes rich;
he brings low, he also exalts.

2NPNF 1 1:468*.
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8He raises up the poor from the dust;
he lifts the needy from the ash heap,

 to make them sit with princes
and inherit a seat of honor.

 For the pillars of the earth are the Lord’s,
and on them he has set the world.

9“He will guard the feet of his faithful ones;
but the wicked shall be cut off in darkness;
for not by might shall a man prevail.

10The adversaries of the Lord shall be broken to pieces;
against them he will thunder in heaven.

  The Lord will judge the ends of the earth;
he will give strength to his king,
and exalt the power of his anointed.”

Overview: More than simply offering her praise, 
Hannah portrayed the role of God’s grace and the 
Christian religion when she uttered her prophetic 
prayer (Augustine). Hannah’s glory, or horn, is 
secure because it has been exalted by God rather 
than human beings (Chrysostom). True glory is 
found not in wisdom or strength or riches but by 
knowing that the Lord is God (Basil). Unlike hu-
mans, who are given existence through the divine 
will, God owes his existence to no other (Ori-
gen). Since it is the flesh that is killed through 
death, it is the flesh that is revived by the resur-
rection (Tertullian). Scripture foretells the re-
turn of Christ and his future judgment of all 
(Eusebius). That the Lord will justify or con-
demn at the end sobers the proud and gives hope 
to the penitent (Fructuosus of Braga).

2:1-10 Hannah Rejoices in Prayer

Hannah the Prophet. Augustine: Are these 
words going to be regarded as simply the words of 
one mere woman giving thanks for the birth of 
her son? Are people’s minds so turned away from 
the light of truth that they do not feel that the 
words poured out by this woman transcend the 
limit of her own thoughts? Surely, anyone who is 

appropriately moved by the events whose fulfill-
ment has already begun, even in this earthly pil-
grimage, must listen to these words and observe 
and recognize that through this woman (whose 
very name, Hannah, means  “God’s grace”1), there 
speaks, by the spirit of prophecy, the Christian 
religion itself, the City of God itself, whose king 
and founder is Christ. There speaks, in fact, the 
grace of God itself, from which the proud are 
estranged so that they fall, with which the hum-
ble are filled so that they rise up, which was in 
fact the chief theme that rang out in her hymn of 
praise. Now it may be that someone will be ready 
to say that the woman didn’t utter a prophecy but 
merely praised God in an outburst of exultation 
for the son who was granted in answer to her 
prayer. If so, what is the meaning of this passage,  
“He has made weak the bow of the mighty ones, 
and the weak have girded themselves with 
strength. Those who were full of bread have been 
reduced to want, and the hungry have passed over 
the earth. Because the barren woman has given 
birth to seven, while she who has many children 
has become weak.” Had Hannah herself really 
borne seven children, although she was barren? 

1Hebrew ha4nan means  “show favor” or  “be gracious.” 
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She had only one son when she spoke these 
words; and even afterwards she did not give birth 
to seven, or to six, which would have made Sam-
uel the seventh. She had in fact three male and 
two female children. And then observe her con-
cluding words, spoken among that people at a 
time when no one had yet been king over them:  
“He gives strength to our kings and will exalt the 
horn of his anointed.” How is it that she said this, 
if she was not uttering a prophecy?

Therefore, let the church of Christ speak, the  
“city of the great king,”2 the church that is  “full of 
grace,”3 fruitful in children. Let it speak the words 
that it recognizes as spoken prophetically about 
itself, so long ago, by the lips of this devout 
mother,  “My heart is strengthened in the Lord; my 
horn is exalted in my God.” Her heart is truly 
strengthened and her horn truly exalted, because it 
is  “in the Lord her God,” not in herself, that she 
finds strength and exaltation. City of God 17.4.4

2:1 My Strength Is Exalted in the Lord

The Permanence of God’s Exaltation. 
Chrysostom: What is the meaning of  “my 
horn”? Scripture frequently employs this phrase, 
remember, as when it says,  “His horn was 
exalted” and  “The horn of his anointed was 
exalted.”5 So what on earth does  “horn” mean? 
Force, glory, prominence, using a metaphor from 
the brute beasts: God implanted in them only the 
horn by way of glory and weaponry, and if they 
lose it, they lose most of their force; and like a sol-
dier without weapons a bull without horns is also 
easily disposed of. So by this the woman means 
nothing other than this, my glory is exalted. How 
is it exalted?  “In my God,” she says. Hence the 
exaltation is also secure, having a firm and perma-
nent root: while glory from human beings corre-
sponds to the baseness of those glorifying, and so 
is very liable to disappear, God’s glory is not like 
that, remaining forever permanent. Homilies on 
Hannah 4.6

2:2 There Is None Other Than God

Only God Truly Exists. Origen:  “Be holy, 
for I also am holy.”7 But however much one might 
advance in sanctity, however much purity and 
sincerity one might acquire, a human being can-
not be holy like the Lord, because he is the 
bestower of sanctity, the human being its receiver, 
he is the fountain of sanctity, the human being 
the drinker from the fountain, he is the light of 
sanctity, the human being the contemplator of the 
holy light. Thus  “there is none holy like the Lord, 
there is none besides thee.” What it means to say  
“There is none besides thee,” I do not under-
stand. If it had said,  “There is no God but you” 
or  “There is no creator but you” or had added 
something like this, there would be no problem. 
But if it now says  “There is none besides thee,” 
this is what it seems to me to mean here: none of 
those things which are possess their existence by 
nature. You alone, O Lord, are the one to whom 
your existence has not been given by anyone. 
Because all of us, that is the whole creation, did 
not exist before we were created; thus, that we 
are, is [due to] the will of the Creator. And 
because there was a time when we were not, it is 
not wholly right if it is said of us, without qualifi-
cation, that we exist. . . . For the shadow is noth-
ing in comparison with the body; and in 
comparison with the fire, smoke too is nothing.
Homilies on 1 Kings 1.11.8

2:3 Speak Not Proudly

True Glory. Basil the Great: No sensible 
person, then, will be proud of his wisdom . . . but 
will follow the excellent advice of blessed Hannah 
and of the prophet Jeremiah,  “Let not the wise 
man glory in his wisdom and let not the strong 
man glory in his strength and let not the rich man 
glory in his riches.” But what is true glory and 
what makes one great?  “In this,” says the prophet,  
“let him that glories, glory, that he understands 

2Ps 48:2 (47:2 LXX).   3Lk 1:28 Vg.   4CG 717*.   5See Ps 75:10 (74:10 
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and knows that I am the Lord.”9 This constitutes 
the pinnacle of human dignity, this is his glory 
and greatness: truly to know what is great and to 
cleave to it, and to seek after glory from the Lord 
of glory. On Humility.10

2:6 The Lord Kills and Brings to Life

Resurrection of the Flesh. Tertullian: 
Certainly his making alive is to take place after he 
has killed. As, therefore, it is by death that he 
kills, it is by the resurrection that he will make 
alive. Now it is the flesh which is killed by death; 
the flesh, therefore, will be revived by the resur-
rection. Surely if killing means taking away life 
from the flesh, and its opposite, reviving, 
amounts to restoring life to the flesh, it must 
needs be that the flesh rise again, to which the 
life, which has been taken away by killing, has to 
be restored by vivification. On the Resurrec-
tion of the Flesh 28.11

2:10 The Lord Will Judge

Christ’s Return. Eusebius of Caesaria: 
These words refer to the return of Christ or to 
the return of God to heaven. His teaching [will 

be] heard like thunder by all, and holy Scripture 
foretells his future judgment of all afterwards. 
And after this it is said that the Lord will give 
strength to our kings. And these would be the 
apostles of Christ, of whom it is written in Psalm 
67:  “The Lord will give a word to the preachers of 
the gospel with much power.” Here, also, he men-
tions Christ by name, humanly known as our 
Savior, whose horn he says shall be exalted, 
meaning his invisible power and kingdom. For it 
is usual for Scripture to call a kingdom a  “horn.” 
It is found also in Psalm 88:  “And in my name 
shall his horn be exalted.” Proof of the Gospel 
1.4.16.12

Judgment at the End. Fructuosus of 
Braga: For it is written:  “He himself shall judge 
the ends of the earth.” The Lord justifies or con-
demns each person at the end and considers the 
outcome of all things, so that not even the sinner, 
if he or she truly repents, need despair of forgive-
ness, nor should the just person have confidence 
in his own sanctity. General Rule for Monas-
teries 19.13

2 : 1 1 - 2 1  T H E  M I N I S T R Y  O F  S A M U E L

A N D  E L I ’ S  C O R R U P T  S O N S

12Now the sons of Eli were worthless men; they had no regard for the Lord. 13The custom of the
priests with the people was that when any man offered sacrifice, the priest’s servant would come,
while the meat was boiling, with a three-pronged fork in his hand, 14and he would thrust it into the
pan, or kettle, or caldron, or pot; all that the fork brought up the priest would take for himself.c So
they did at Shiloh to all the Israelites who came there. 15Moreover, before the fat was burned, the
priest’s servant would come and say to the man who was sacrificing, “Give meat for the priest to
roast; for he will not accept boiled meat from you, but raw.” 16And if the man said to him, “Let

9Jer 9:24.   10FC 9:478-79*.   11ANF 3:565.   12POG 1:212-13*.   13FC 
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them burn the fat first, and then take as much as you wish,” he would say, “No, you must give it
now; and if not, I will take it by force.” 17Thus the sin of the young men was very great in the sight
of the Lord; for the men treated the offering of the Lord with contempt.

18Samuel was ministering before the Lord, a boy girded with a linen ephod. 19And his mother
used to make for him a little robe and take it to him each year, when she went up with her husband
to offer the yearly sacrifice. 20Then Eli would bless Elkanah and his wife, and say, “The Lord give
you children by this woman for the loan which she lent tod the Lord”; so then they would return to
their home.

21And the Lord visited Hannah, and she conceived and bore three sons and two daughters. And
the boy Samuel grew in the presence of the Lord.

c Gk Syr Vg: Heb with it d Or for the petition which she asked of

Overview: Samuel serves as one example among 
many of saints who suffered due to the faithless-
ness of their own people (Augustine). Imitate 
the faith of Hannah, who fulfilled her vow by of-
fering her firstborn to God ( Jerome).

2:12-17 The Wickedness of Eli’s Sons

Godly Toleration. Augustine: Samuel bore 
with the wicked sons of Eli, his debased sons 
whom the people would not bear and who were 
thereupon accused by divine truth or disciplined 
by divine wrath; finally he bore with the people 
themselves in their pride and rejection of God. 
. . . Let them read who wish, and who can, the 
heavenly language. They will find that all the 
saints have had to tolerate among their own peo-
ple those who were recognized as servants and 
friends of God. Letter 43.1

2:21 Hannah Bears More Children

Imitate Hannah’s Faith. Jerome: When 
Hannah had once offered in the tabernacle the son 
whom she had vowed to God, she never took him 
back: for she thought it unbecoming that one who 
was to be a prophet should grow up in the same 
house with her who still desired to have other 
sons. Accordingly after she had conceived him and 
given him birth, she did not venture to come to the 
temple alone or to appear before the Lord empty 
but first paid to him what she owed, and then, 
when she had offered up that great sacrifice, she 
returned home; and because she had borne her 
firstborn for God, she was given five children for 
herself. Do you marvel at the happiness of that 
holy woman? Imitate her faith. Letter 107.13.2

2 : 2 2 - 2 6  E L I  C O N F R O N T S  H I S  S O N S ’  E V I L  W A Y S

22Now Eli was very old, and he heard all that his sons were doing to all Israel, and how they lay
with the women who served at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 23And he said to them, “Why do
you do such things? For I hear of your evil dealings from all the people. 24No, my sons; it is no good
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report that I hear the people of the Lord spreading abroad. 25If a man sins against a man, God
will mediate for him; but if a man sins against the Lord, who can intercede for him?” But they
would not listen to the voice of their father; for it was the will of the Lord to slay them.

Overview: The case of Eli, who failed to exer-
cise sufficient zealousness regarding his wicked 
sons, illustrates God’s condemnation of all dis-
obedience (Basil). That blasphemy against the 
Holy Spirit and God is unpardonable reveals the 
divine nature of the Holy Spirit (Nicetas of Re-
mesiana). Like the priest Eli, who understood 
what sins could be expiated according to the law, 
the apostles and their followers prescribe or pro-
hibit sacrifice for sins (Origen). The sin that 
leads to death is a current sin for which no repen-
tance has been offered (Pacian of Barcelona).

2:22-25 The Wickedness of Eli’s Sons

The Condemnation of Disobedience. 
Basil the Great: Because their father [Eli] did 
not chastise them with enough severity . . . he 
moved the forbearance of God to wrath so great 
that foreign peoples rose up against them and 
killed those sons of his in war in one day. His en-
tire nation, furthermore, was vanquished, and a 
considerable number of his people fell. Now, this 
happened even with the ark of the holy covenant 
of God nearby—an unheard of thing—so that 
the ark, which it was not lawful at any time for 
the Israelites or even for all their priests them-
selves to touch and which was kept in a special 
place, was carried hither and yon by impious 
hands and was put in the shrines of idols instead 
of the holy temples. Under such circumstances 
one can readily conjecture the amount of laughter 
and mockery that was inflicted upon the very 
name of God by these foreigners. Add to this, 
also, that Eli himself is recorded to have met a 
most pitiable end after hearing the threat that his 
seed would be removed from the priestly dignity; 
and so it happened.

Such, then, were the disasters which befell 
that nation. Such griefs did the father suffer 

because of the iniquity of his sons, even though 
no accusation was ever made against Eli’s per-
sonal life. Moreover, he did not bear with those 
sons of his silence, but he earnestly exhorted 
them not to persist longer in those same wicked 
deeds, saying,  “Do not act this way, my sons; for I 
hear no good report concerning you.” And to 
stress the enormity of their sin, he confronted 
them with an alarming view of their perilous 
state.  “If one man shall sin against another,” he 
said,  “they will pray for him to the Lord; but if a 
man shall sin against God, who shall pray for 
him?” Yet, as I said, because he did not exercise a 
suitable rigor of zeal in their regard, the disaster 
recounted above took place. And so I find 
throughout the Old Testament a great many 
instances of this kind illustrating the condemna-
tion of all disobedience. Preface on the Judg-
ment of God.1

2:25 Sin Against God

The Nature of the Holy Spirit. Nicetas 
of Remesiana: The sin of one who blasphemes 
against the Holy Spirit is unpardonable. Com-
pare with this judgment what is said in the book 
of Kings [Samuel]:  “If one man shall sin against 
the Lord, who shall pray for him?” Thus, it is one 
and the same sin whether we blaspheme against 
the Holy Spirit or against God, and it is inexpia-
ble. Hence, the nature of the Holy Spirit begins 
to dawn in our minds. The Power of the Holy 
Spirit 17.2

Priestly Authority and Forgiveness. 
Origen: The law prohibits priests in the case of 
certain sins from offering a sacrifice to gain peo-
ple forgiveness for the transgressions for which 
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sacrifices are made. For though the priest has 
authority to make an offering for certain inad-
vertent sins or transgressions, nevertheless he 
does not offer a burnt offering and a sin offering 
for adultery, deliberate murder, or any other 
graver fault. Therefore, it is in the same way that 
the apostles and those like the apostles, since they 
are priests according to the great High Priest, 
have received knowledge of God’s healing and 
know, since they are taught by the Spirit, for 
what sins sacrifice must be offered and when and 
how; and they know for what sins it is wrong to 
do this. Thus, Eli the priest, when he knew that 
his sons Hophni and Phinehas were sinning, real-
izing he could in no way contribute to the forgive-
ness of their sins, acknowledged it as a hopeless 
case and said,  “If a man sins against a man, they 
will pray for him; but if he sins against he Lord, 
who will pray for him?” On Prayer 28.9.3

Sin That Leads to Death. Pacian of Bar-

celona:  “Eli the priest speaks, stating, ‘If a man 
sins against another man, they shall offer entreat-
ies on his behalf; but if he sins against God, who 
shall offer entreaties on his behalf ?’ ” In the same 
way John writes,  “If anyone knows that his 
brother commits a sin which does not lead to 
death, he shall implore [God] on his behalf, and 
God shall give him life. Indeed, there is a sin that 
leads to death; I do not say that you should pray 
about that.”4 You see that all of this refers to sins 
still remaining, not to those persons who have at 
any time sinned and have begun to repent before 
anyone asks on their behalf. It is too long a task 
for us to go over such instances. Observe every 
one of the sins for which the Lord makes threats; 
you will at once see that they are current ones.
Letter 3.16.2.5

2 : 2 7 - 3 6  T H E  L O R D  R E J E C T S  E L I ’ S  H O U S E

27And there came a man of God to Eli, and said to him, “Thus the Lord has said, ‘I revealede

myself to the house of your father when they were in Egypt subject to the house of Pharaoh. 28And
I chose him out of all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, to go up to my altar, to burn incense, to
wear an ephod before me; and I gave to the house of your father all my offerings by fire from the
people of Israel. 29Why then look with greedy eye at f my sacrifices and my offerings which I com-
manded, and honor your sons above me by fattening yourselves upon the choicest parts of every
offering of my people Israel?’ 30Therefore the Lord the God of Israel declares: ‘I promised that
your house and the house of your father should go in and out before me for ever’; but now the Lord
declares: ‘Far be it from me; for those who honor me I will honor, and those who despise me shall
be lightly esteemed. 31Behold, the days are coming, when I will cut off your strength and the
strength of your father’s house, so that there will not be an old man in your house.’ ”

e Gk Tg: Heb Did I reveal f Or treat with scorn Gk: Heb kick at
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Overview: Giving honor to priests, although a 
burden to them with respect to the future, shows 
honor to God (Chrysostom). Eli’s negligence re-
garding his sons illustrates how a policy of equal-
ity, rather than of discipline, causes evil to 
increase (Gregory the Great). As one who 
brings about good and not evil, God confers glory 
upon the good and allows evil to work out its own 
punishment (Ambrose). As God’s friends, the 
duty of those whom God has honored is to con-
tinue to give honor to God (Chrysostom). The 
saints, who will receive a heavenly crown, also re-
ceive honor in the present life ( Jerome). Honor-
ing God benefits the individual and not God: the 
one who honors God pursues virtue and receives 
God’s honor. Parents must discipline their chil-
dren appropriately to ensure that they are not 
held liable for the errors of their offspring (Chry-
sostom).

2:27-28 Chosen to Be Priests

Honor the Priest. Chrysostom: For with 
respect to the future, they [rulers] will not be 
benefited by the honor done them but receive the 
greater condemnation; neither will they be 
injured as to the future by ill treatment but will 
have the more excuse. But all this I desire to be 
done for your own sakes. For when rulers are 
honored by their people, this too is reckoned 
against them; as in the case of Eli it is said,  “Did I 
not choose him out of his father’s house?” But 
when they are insulted, as in the instance of Sam-
uel, God said,  “They have not rejected you, but 
they have rejected me.”1 Therefore insult is their 
gain, honor their burden. What I say, therefore, is 
for your sakes, not for theirs. He that honors the 
priest will honor God also; and he who has 
learned to despise the priest will sooner or later 
insult God. Homilies on 2 Timothy 2.2 

2:29 Why Honor Your Sons Above Me?

A Policy of Discipline. Gregory the 
Great: Sometimes, though, greater evil ensues 

when in the case of wicked persons a policy of 
equality is adhered to rather than of discipline. 
Eli, for example, overcome by misguided affection 
and unwilling to chastise his delinquent sons, 
struck both himself and his sons before the strict 
judge with a cruel sentence, for the divine utter-
ance was,  “You have honored your sons rather 
than me.” Pastoral Care 2.6.3

2:30 Those Who Honor Me

The Glory of the Good. Ambrose: If we 
regard the sentence passed on him [the serpent] 
to be in the nature of a condemnation, God did 
not condemn the serpent in order to cause injury 
to humans. He pointed out what was to happen 
in the future.4 . . . What we are to expect can in 
some measure be gathered from our knowledge of 
what has been written:  “Whoever shall glorify 
me, him will I glorify, and he that despises me 
shall be despised.” God brings to pass what is 
good, not what is evil, as his words can teach you 
that he confers glory and disregards punish-
ment.  “Whoever shall glorify me,” he says,  “him 
will I glorify,” thus declaring that the glory of the 
good is the purpose of his work. And concerning  
“him that despises me,” he did not say I shall 
deprive of glory, but that he shall be deprived of 
glory. He did not avow that injury to them 
[Adam and Eve] would be the result of his action 
but pointed out what was to come. On Para-
dise 15.74.5

The Duty of God’s Friends. Chrysostom: 
If he [the Lord] says,  “Those who honor me I 
will honor, and those that despise me shall be 
lightly esteemed,” then we should reflect on what 
he requires of us also. True, it is to the praise of 
his glory that he saves those who are his enemies, 
yet those who have become his friends should 
continue to act as his friends. For if they were to 
return to their former state of enmity all [that 
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had been borne of their friendship] would be ren-
dered futile and purposeless. There is not another 
baptism or a second reconciliation but  “a certain 
fearful expectation of judgment which shall 
devour the adversaries.”6 If we intend—at the 
same time—to be at enmity with him and yet 
claim his forgiveness, we shall never be rid of 
enmity, wantonness and depravity, and [we will] 
be blind to the sun of righteousness which has 
risen. . . . But once you have tasted the goodness 
and the honey, if you abandon them and return to 
your own vomit, what else are you doing but 
bringing forward evidence of excessive hatred and 
contempt? Homilies on Ephesians 2.7

Honor in the Present Life. Jerome: A 
pearl will shine in the midst of squalor, and a gem 
. . . will sparkle in the mire. This is what the Lord 
promised when he said,  “Those who honor me I 
will honor.” Others may understand this of the 
future when sorrow shall be turned into joy and 
when, although the world shall pass away, the 
saints shall receive a crown which shall never 
pass. But I for my part see that the promises 
made to the saints are fulfilled even in this 
present life. Letter 66.7.8

The Fruit of Honoring God. Chrysostom: 
In honoring him, therefore, we do honor to our-
selves. He who opens his eyes to gaze on the light 

of the sun receives delight himself, as he admires 
the beauty of the star but does no favor to that 
luminary nor increases its splendor, for it contin-
ues [to be] what it was; much more is this true 
with respect to God. He who admires and honors 
God does so to his own salvation, and highest 
benefit; and how? Because he follows after virtue 
and is honored by him. For  “them that honor 
me,” he says,  “I will honor.” Homilies on 1 Tim-
othy 4.9

2:31 I Will Cut off Your Strength

Disciplining Children. Chrysostom:  
Hence I beg you to offer a hand to our children 
lest we ourselves become liable for what is com-
mitted by them. Are you not aware of what hap-
pened to old Eli for not properly correcting his 
sons’ shortcomings? I mean, when a disease 
requires surgery, it rapidly becomes incurable if 
the physician is bent on treating it with skin oint-
ments and does not apply the appropriate remedy. 
In just the same way it behooved that old man to 
take appropriate action regarding his sons’ fail-
ing, but by being guilty of excessive tolerance he 
too shared in their punishment. Homilies on 
Genesis 59.20.10

3 : 1 - 9  T H E  L O R D  C A L L S  S A M U E L

2At that time Eli, whose eyesight had begun to grow dim, so that he could not see, was lying
down in his own place; 3the lamp of God had not yet gone out, and Samuel was lying down within
the temple of the Lord, where the ark of God was. 4Then the Lord called, “Samuel! Samuel!”i and
he said, “Here I am!” 5and ran to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did
not call; lie down again.” So he went and lay down. 6And the Lord called again, “Samuel!” and

6Heb 10:27.   7NPNF 1 13:57**.   8NPNF 2 6:137*.   9NPNF 1 
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Samuel arose and went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” But he said, “I did not call,
my son; lie down again.” 7Now Samuel did not yet know the Lord, and the word of the Lord had
not yet been revealed to him. 8And the Lord called Samuel again the third time. And he arose and
went to Eli, and said, “Here I am, for you called me.” Then Eli perceived that the Lord was call-
ing the boy. 9Therefore Eli said to Samuel, “Go, lie down; and if he calls you, you shall say, ‘Speak,
Lord, for thy servant hears.’ ” So Samuel went and lay down in his place.

i Gk See 3.10: Heb the LORD called Samuel

Overview:  “Temple of the Lord” signifies the 
tabernacle in which the ark of covenant was 
placed (Theodore of Mopsuestia). It pleases 
God for the young to benefit from the teaching of 
elders (Cassian).

3:3 Within the Temple of the Lord

Powerful Presence. Theodore of Mop-
suestia: It says  “The Lord is in his holy temple,”1 
as if it had been appropriate to say  “The Lord is 
his help.” For the Lord’s name alone is commonly 
inserted as an indication of assistance. But here 
the psalmist intends to indicate that there is one 
who lives in the temple and is used for defense 
and protection, in whom it is able to stand firm 
securely in hope against all treachery. But what it 
calls the temple is the tabernacle in which the ark 
of God was placed, for the temple had not yet 
been built. That the tabernacle may be called the 
temple, the testimony of Kings [Samuel] clearly 
instructs, since the construction of the temple 
had not begun at the time:  “And Samuel was 
lying down in the temple of God, in which the ark 
of God was located.” Expositions on Psalms, 
Psalm 10.2

3:4-9 Samuel Hears His Name Called

On Learning from Elders. John Cassian:
And therefore by no means let the ignorance or 
shallowness of one old man or of a few deter you 

and cut you off from that salutary path about 
which we have spoken and from the traditions of 
our forebears. The clever enemy misuses their 
gray hairs to deceive the young. But everything 
should be revealed to the elders without any ob-
fuscating embarrassment, and from them one 
may confidently receive both healing for one’s 
wounds and examples for one’s way of life. 
Thanks to them we shall experience the same as-
sistance and a like result if we strive to aim at 
nothing whatsoever by our own judgment and 
presumption.

Finally, it is evident that this understanding is 
greatly pleasing to God, for not without reason 
do we find this same instruction even in holy 
Scripture. Thus, the Lord did not desire of him-
self to teach the boy Samuel through divine 
speech, once he had been chosen by his own deci-
sion, but he was obliged to return twice to the old 
man. He willed that one whom he was calling to 
an intimate relationship with himself should even 
be instructed by a person who had offended God, 
because he was an old man. And he desired that 
one whom he judged most worthy to be selected 
by himself should be reared by an old man so that 
the humility of him who was called to a divine 
ministry might be tested and so that the pattern 
of this subjection might be offered as an example 
to young men. Conference 2.13.12-2.14.3

1Ps 11:4 (10:5 LXX).   2CCL 88A:56.   3ACW 57:98-99*.
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3 : 1 0 - 2 1  T H E  L O R D  R E V E A L S  H I M S E L F  T O  S A M U E L

 

10

 

And the L

 

ord

 

 came and stood forth, calling as at other times, “Samuel! Samuel!” And Samuel

said, “Speak, for thy servant hears.” 

 

11

 

Then the L

 

ord

 

 said to Samuel, “Behold, I am about to do a

thing in Israel, at which the two ears of every one that hears it will tingle. 

 

12

 

On that day I will ful-

fil against Eli all that I have spoken concerning his house, from beginning to end. 

 

13

 

And I tell him

that I am about to punish his house for ever, for the iniquity which he knew, because his sons were

blaspheming God,

 

j

 

 and he did not restrain them. 

 

14

 

Therefore I swear to the house of Eli that the

iniquity of Eli ’s house shall not be expiated by sacrifice or offering for ever.”

 

j 

 

Another reading is

 

 for themselves

 

Overview

 

:

 

 Through Eli’s example we learn that 
extending kindness to the wicked betrays the 
truth, assaults the community and harms the one 
who extends it (

 

Basil

 

). Likewise, failure to vindi-
cate thoroughly God’s laws brings grievous pun-
ishment (

 

Chrysostom

 

). The Lord manifests his 
wrath upon all who transgress his statutes, even 
upon genuine servants who have lived righteously 
for many years (

 

Isaac of Nineveh

 

).

 

3:13

 

 Eli Failed to Restrain His Sons

 

Mistaken Kindness.

 

 Basil the Great: 

 

Benevolence to such persons is like that mistaken 
kindness of Eli which he was accused of showing 
his sons, contrary to the good pleasure of God. A 
feigned kindness to the wicked is a betrayal of the 
truth, an act of treachery to the community and a 
means of habituating oneself to indifference to 
evil.

 

 The Long Rules 28.

 

1

 

Zealousness for God’s Laws.

 

 Chrysos-
tom: 

 

For no one of those who are now rich will 
stand up for me there when I am called to account 
and accused, as not having thoroughly vindicated 
the laws of God with all due earnestness. For this 
is what ruined that admirable old man, though 
the way he lived his own life provided no reason 
for blame: yet for all that, because he overlooked 
the treading under foot of God’s laws he was 

chastised with his children and paid that grievous 
penalty. And if, where the absolute authority of 
nature was so great, he who failed to treat his 
own children with due firmness endured so griev-
ous a punishment; what indulgence shall we have, 
freed as we are from that dominion and yet ruin-
ing all by flattery?

 

 Homilies on the Gospel of 
Matthew 17.6.

 

2

 

Love for the Lord’s Statutes.

 

 Isaac of 
Nineveh: 

 

For what reason did wrath and death 
come upon the house of the priest Eli, the right-
eous elder who was eminent for forty years in 
his priesthood? Was it not because of the iniq-
uity of his sons [Hophni] and [Phinehas]? For 
neither did he sin, nor did they with his assent, 
but it was because he did not have the zeal to 
demand from them the Lord’s vindication and 
he loved them more than the statutes of the 
Lord. Lest someone surmise that the Lord man-
ifests His wrath only upon those who pass all 
the days of their life in iniquities, behold how 
for this unseemly sin He manifests His zeal 
against His genuine servants, against priests, 
judges, rulers, men consecrated to Him, to 
whom He entrusted the working of miracles, 
and He in no wise overlooks their transgression 
of His statutes.

 

 Ascetical Homilies 10.
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4 : 1 - 9  I S R A E L  A T T A C K S  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S

1Now Israel went out to battle against the Philistines; they encamped at Ebenezer, and the Phil-
istines encamped at Aphek. . . .

6And when they learned that the ark of the Lord had come to the camp, 7the Philistines were
afraid; for they said, “A god has come into the camp.” And they said, “Woe to us! For nothing like
this has happened before. 8Woe to us! Who can deliver us from the power of these mighty gods?
These are the gods who smote the Egyptians with every sort of plague in the wilderness.”

Overview: The Philistines testify that God has 
selected one nation, Israel, to teach all others the 
knowledge of God (Theodoret).

4:8 The Philistines Fear the Ark of the Lord

Spreading His Majesty. Theodoret of 
Cyr: For he selected this one nation to teach the 
knowledge of God to all the others. … The Phil-
istines also testified to this. They feared the pres-
ence of the ark and said to one another,  “This is 

the God who struck Egypt. Woe to us Philis-
tines.” Then God gave the ark to the Philistines 
to convict his people of transgressing the law. For 
he could not make those who flagrantly broke the 
law its upholders. But in giving the ark he safe-
guarded his majesty, teaching the Philistines that 
it was sinful men they had conquered and not 
God. On Divine Providence 10.49-50.1

4 : 1 0 - 1 8  T H E  C A P T U R E  O F  T H E  A R K  O F  G O D

10So the Philistines fought, and Israel was defeated. . . . 11And the ark of God was captured; and
the two sons of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, were slain.

12A man of Benjamin ran from the battle line, and came to Shiloh the same day, with his clothes
rent and with earth upon his head. 13When he arrived, Eli was sitting upon his seat by the road
watching, for his heart trembled for the ark of God. And when the man came into the city and told
the news, all the city cried out. 14When Eli heard the sound of the outcry, he said, “What is this
uproar?” Then the man hastened and came and told Eli. . . . 18When he mentioned the ark of God,
Eli fell over backward from his seat by the side of the gate; and his neck was broken and he died,
for he was an old man, and heavy. He had judged Israel forty years.

Overview: The tabernacle erected by the Lord is 
to be inhabited by the innocent in hands and pure 

in heart (Origen). A bishop’s chastity must ex-
tend to his children ( Jerome). Eli failed in his es-
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sential pastoral duty to correct the sinners and 
was punished severely (Caesarius of Arles).

4:11 The Ark of God Was Captured

Inhabiting the Tabernacle. Origen: How 
will it be true to say about that [earthly] taberna-
cle that only  “the innocent in hands and pure in 
heart, who did not receive his soul in vain,”1 will 
inhabit it, when the history of the kings trans-
mits that the worst priests,  “sons of pestilence,” 
have dwelt in the tabernacle of God and the ark of 
the covenant itself also was captured by foreign-
ers and detained with the impious and profane? 
From all of this it is evident that the prophet felt 
in a far different sense about this tabernacle2 in 
which he says that only  “the innocent in hands 
and pure in heart, who did not receive his soul in 
vain nor do evil to his neighbor and did not 
accept reproach against his neighbor” will dwell.3 
It is necessary, therefore, that the inhabitant of 
this tabernacle which the Lord erected, not man, 
be such a person. Homilies on Exodus 9.2.4

4:18 Eli Dies

Chastity Required. Jerome: See what chas-
tity is required in a bishop! If his child is 
unchaste, he himself cannot be a bishop, and he 
offends God in the same way as did Eli the priest, 
who had indeed rebuked his sons, but because he 
had not put away the offenders, fell backwards 
and died before the lamp of God went out.
Against Jovinianus 1.35.5

Essential Punishment. Caesarius of 
Arles: Harsh preaching provides remedies for 
souls that are sick and arranges adornments for 
the healthy. What the Holy Spirit threatens the 
Lord’s priests through the prophet is not a slight 
matter.  “If you do not declare to the wicked his 
iniquity,” he says,  “I will require his blood at your 
hand,”6 and again:  “cry, do not cease; lift up your 
voice like a trumpet, and show my people their 
sins.”7 . . . For this reason, dearly beloved, I 
absolve my conscience in the sight of God as 
often as I mention with humility a few words for 
the salvation of your soul. Indeed, I fear and 
shudder at the example of Eli, the priest, for, 
when he heard that his sons were committing 
adultery, he pretended to kill them or to suspend 
them from communion, but only gently admon-
ished them, saying,  “My sons, it is no good report 
that I hear about you. If one man shall sin against 
another, the priest will pray for him; but if the 
priest himself sins, who shall pray for him?”8 
Now, in spite of this admonition, he fell back-
wards from his stool and died of a broken neck, 
and his name was blotted out of the book of life, 
because he did not punish his sons with great 
severity. Sermon 5.9

4 : 1 9 - 2 2  T H E  B I R T H  O F  I C H A B O D

19Now his daughter-in-law, the wife of Phinehas, was with child, about to give birth. And when
she heard the tidings that the ark of God was captured, and that her father-in-law and her hus-

1Ps 24:4 (23:4 LXX).   2Origen suggests that the prophet is speaking of 
an eternal tabernacle rather than the one initiated in the wilderness, 
which is an imperfect representation of the heavenly one.   3Ps 24:4; 
15:3 (23:4; 14:3 LXX).   4FC 71:336.   5NPNF 2 6:373*.   6Is 58:1.   7Lk 
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band were dead, she bowed and gave birth; for her pains came upon her. 20And about the time of
her death the women attending her said to her, “Fear not, for you have borne a son.” But she did
not answer or give heed. 21And she named the child Ichabod, saying, “The glory has departed from
Israel!” because the ark of God had been captured and because of her father-in-law and her hus-
band.

Overview: The pain of giving birth, which is lik-
ened to the pain of hell, is rarely associated with 
holy women in Scripture ( Jerome). The un-
mourned death of Phinehas’ widow is perceived 
as one among many in accordance with the 
psalmist’s account (Cassiodorus).

4:19-20 The Wife of Phinehas Gives Birth

Labors of Death. Jerome: Read the Scrip-
tures and you will never find holy women bearing 
children in pain, with the exception of Rachel, 
who, when she was on a journey and in the hip-
podrome, that is, in the course for horses which 
had been sold to Egypt,1 suffered while delivering 
her son, whom his father later called  “son of the 
right hand.”2 Eve, when she was expelled from 
paradise and was told  “You will bear children in 
pain,”3 is described as experiencing pain in child-
birth. The wife of Phinehas, who was bent over 
and could not stand erect, like the woman whom 
the devil bound in the gospel,4 gave birth after she 
had heard that the ark of God was captured and 
her people were destroyed. But Sarah, because 
she was holy and postmenopausal,5 said to Isaac 
when he was born:  “God has made laughter for 
me, for whoever hears about this will congratu-

late me.”6 The pains, therefore, which overcame 
the tower of the flock,7 are the pains of hell and 
the pains of death, which surrounded and 
attacked even the Savior but were never able to 
overtake him, as he himself says in Psalm 17:5:  
“The pains of death surrounded me and the tor-
rents of evil shook me and the pains of hell 
attacked me.” Commentary on Micah 2.4.8

The Fate of Many Widows. Cassiodorus:   
“Their priests fell by the sword and their widows 
were not mourned.”9 We read that during the cap-
tivity the sons of the priest Eli were put to the 
sword by the foreigners. The wife of one of them 
thus widowed suddenly gave birth and prema-
turely died. So it happened that his widow went 
wholly unmourned, since they were all preoccu-
pied by the widespread deaths. We must believe 
that this fate befell many widows among the peo-
ple, since divine authority has cited a plurality of 
widows, and we know that no detail recorded is 
useless. Exposition of the Psalms 77.64.10

5 : 1 - 5  T H E  A R K  O F  G O D  I N  T H E  H O U S E  O F  D A G O N

1When the Philistines captured the ark of God, they carried it from Ebenezer to Ashdod; 2then
the Philistines took the ark of God and brought it into the house of Dagon and set it up beside

1Cf. 2 Macc 5:1-4.   2Benjamin; see Gen 35:16-20.   3Gen 3:16.   4See Lk 
13:10-16.   5See Gen 18:11.   6Gen 21:6.   7See Gen 35:21; Mic 4:8.   
8CCL 76:475-76.   9Ps 78:64 (77:64 LXX).    10ACW 52:271*.
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Dagon. 3And when the people of Ashdod rose early the next day, behold, Dagon had fallen face
downward on the ground before the ark of the Lord. So they took Dagon and put him back in his
place. 4But when they rose early on the next morning, behold, Dagon had fallen face downward on
the ground before the ark of the Lord, and the head of Dagon and both his hands were lying cut off
upon the threshold; only the trunk of Dagon was left to him. 5This is why the priests of Dagon and
all who enter the house of Dagon do not tread on the threshold of Dagon in Ashdod to this day.

Overview: The presence of religious articles, 
such as the ark or books of the law and prophets, 
does not make the temple holy (Chrysostom). 
Dagon’s temple, void of its idol after its second 
fall before the ark of the Lord, remains a re-
minder of God’s justice for succeeding genera-
tions (Theodoret).

5:2-5 Dagon Falls

The Presence of the Ark. Chrysostom: In 
short, if you believe the place is holy because the 
law and the books of prophets are there, then it is 
time for you to believe that idols and the temples 
of idols are holy. Once, when the Jews were at 
war, the people of Ashdod conquered them, took 
their ark and brought it into their own temple. 
Did the fact that it contained the ark make their 
temple a holy place? By no means! It continued to 
be profane and unclean, as the events immedi-
ately proved. For God wanted to teach the ene-
mies of the Jews that the defeat was not due to 
God’s weakness but to the transgressions of those 
who worshiped him. And so the ark, which had 
been taken as booty in war, gave proof of its own 
power in an alien land by twice throwing the idol 
to the ground so that the idol was broken. The 
ark was so far from making that temple a holy 
place that it even openly attacked it. Dis-
courses Against Judaizing Christians 6.7.1.1

False Gods and the True God Are Dis-
tinguished. Theodoret of Cyr: So Dagon 
who was adored as God by them (although he 
was a dumb, senseless idol) was made to fall be-
fore the ark, and God prepared to stage a specta-
cle for the spectators, so that the Philistines 

might perceive the difference between false god 
and true God.

In their folly, they raised him up again only to 
see him fallen a second time and brought to his 
knees, so to speak. Behaving thus with singular 
stupidity and reluctant to recognize the differ-
ence, they were taught by experience not to run 
to excess. Having learned their lesson, they 
returned to their senses, shook off their drunken 
ignorance and returned the ark, as was fitting, to 
its proper admirers, having honored it with 
votive offerings. They confessed their chastise-
ments and instructed those who received it 
about the manner of its return. On Divine 
Providence 10.50-51.2

A Reminder for Succeeding Genera-
tions. Chrysostom: And now is not the first 
time, but he has performed these amazing mar-
vels from time immemorial. It is not pertinent to 
enumerate them all; I shall mention what seems 
to resemble these events most closely. Once when 
the Jews waged war in Palestine with certain for-
eigners and the enemy was victorious and took 
the ark of God, they dedicated it as the choice 
part of the spoils to one of their local idols named 
Dagon; and, as soon as the ark was brought in, 
the statue fell down and lay on its face. Since they 
did not comprehend God’s mighty power from 
this fall but set it up and again placed it on its 
pedestal, when they appeared the next day at 
dawn they observed that it was no longer simply 
fallen but also quite broken. The arms, detached 
from the shoulders, were flung onto the threshold 
of the temple, with the feet; and the rest of the 
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statue was scattered in another place in pieces. . . . 
Therefore the place, which is able to exist for a 
long time, receives the blow and reminds each 
succeeding generation that those who do such 
things are ordained by law to suffer such things 

even if they do not pay the penalty at once; which 
is exactly what happened in the case of this tem-
ple. Discourse on Blessed Babylas 116.3

5 : 6 - 1 2  T H E  L O R D  A F F L I C T S  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S

6The hand of the Lord was heavy upon the people of Ashdod, and he terrified and afflicted
them with tumors, both Ashdod and its territory. 7And when the men of Ashdod saw how things
were, they said, “The ark of the God of Israel must not remain with us; for his hand is heavy upon
us and upon Dagon our god.”

Overview: Gregory the Great offers an allegori-
cal interpretation of the affliction suffered by the 
people of Ashdod that signifies two kinds of 
death. Those who have witnessed Christ’s power 
and continue in their idolatrous ways are not sim-
ply ignorant of Scripture’s precepts but actively 
refuse to learn them, to their own peril (Bede).

5:6 The Hand of the Lord Was Heavy

Two Kinds of Death. Gregory the Great: 
And this explains how they died. It is said that 
each one died when he went out to purge his 
bowels and was bitten in the inner part of his 
buttocks by mice.1 Now this wound is shown 
here in a literal fashion, but it is united with an 
allegorical exposition. For in its literal meaning, it 
refers to the illness caused by the hand of the 
Lord and the bites of the mice, which led to the 
outcome of death. It is said that the hand of the 
Lord weighed heavily upon the inhabitants of 
Ashdod because they were being killed by the 
mouse bites. In giving this passage its spiritual 
meaning, however, we recognize two kinds of 
deaths: the first kind of death is that by which 

sinners die to righteousness when they sin; the 
second kind of death is that by which the righ-
teous deliver themselves from the sins in which 
they had lived and repent of them. The first kind 
of death enters into human hearts whenever the 
devil persuades someone to sin. The second kind 
of death is effected by the virtue of almighty God. 
Therefore, we must give attention to both kinds 
of death in this place as they are alluded to spiri-
tually. The one type of death, by which sinners 
arise when they repent of their sins is alluded to 
by the words  “The hand of the Lord was heavy 
upon the inhabitants of Ashdod.” But that type of 
death by which the Gentiles offered themselves 
as slaves to impurity and sin is alluded to when 
the people of Ashdod were bitten by the mice and 
died. A mouse, after all, is an unclean animal and 
could not be eaten according to the law. There-
fore, what else could the mice refer to except to 
demons? And what else is being bitten by mice 

1The gnawing is inferred from the offering of golden tumors, or hem-
orrhoids, and golden mice. The LXX specifies that the tumors were in 
their  “secret parts” in 1 Samuel 5:3, 9 and notes an abundance of mice 
in 1 Samuel 5:6 and 1 Samuel 6:1.
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except being wounded by the penalty for sin? But 
they were bitten by the mice when they went out 
to purge their bowels. Now what does it mean to 
purge one’s bowels other than to reveal the stench 
of a wretched reputation by one’s obedience to 
sin? Thus, whoever went out to purge his bowels 
died by the bites of the mice, for by his sinning in 
plain sight of others he showed them an example 
of depravity, and he himself was also detained for 
eternal death by his dire obligations to the 
demons. Six Books on 1 Kings 3.78.2

5:7 Ashdod Recognizes the Lord’s Affliction

Choosing Ignorance. Bede: When those 
who delight in idolatry see the power of Christ 
against their own gods, they do not wish to 
embrace faith in him, lest on account of their 
faith alone they be compelled to reject the whole 
pantheon of their gods. When false Christians 
see that because of their faith in Christ the sins 

which they love are now forbidden to them, they 
ward off with all their might the very piety called 
forth by their faith, so that they might not end up 
being ordered at the behest of their faith to 
quench the desires they serve instead of God. The 
citizens of Ashdod are worthy of the name of 
excessiveness, dissoluteness and passions, since 
they do not want to know the precepts of sacred 
Scripture so that they do not have to carry them 
out, once they have learned them. Just as our 
Lord said that those who fail to carry out his will 
out of ignorance shall receive fewer blows of the 
scourge than those who knew it, so they do not 
wish to know what things they ought to do. They 
do not understand that there is a great difference 
between simply being ignorant and refusing to 
learn what you have studied and ought to know.
Four Books on 1 Samuel 1.5.3

6 : 1 - 9  T H E  A R K ’ S  R E T U R N  I S  P L A N N E D

2And the Philistines called for the priests and the diviners and said, “What shall we do with the
ark of the Lord? Tell us with what we shall send it to its place.” 3They said, “If you send away the
ark of the God of Israel, do not send it empty, but by all means return him a guilt offering. Then
you will be healed, and it will be known to you why his hand does not turn away from you.” 4And
they said, “What is the guilt offering that we shall return to him?” They answered, “Five golden
tumors and five golden mice, according to the number of the lords of the Philistines; for the same
plague was upon all of you and upon your lords. 5So you must make images of your tumors and
images of your mice that ravage the land, and give glory to the God of Israel; perhaps he will
lighten his hand from off you and your gods and your land. . . . 7Now then, take and prepare a new
cart and two milch cows upon which there has never come a yoke, and yoke the cows to the cart,
but take their calves home, away from them. 8And take the ark of the Lord and place it on the
cart, and put in a box at its side the figures of gold, which you are returning to him as a guilt offer-
ing. Then send it off, and let it go its way. 9And watch; if it goes up on the way to its own land, to

2CCL 144:241-42.   3CCL 119:49.
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Beth-shemesh, then it is he who has done us this great harm; but if not, then we shall know that it
is not his hand that struck us, it happened to us by chance.”

Overview: Like the Philistines who were 
gnawed alive by mice, so God afflicts sinners in 
the afterlife (Cassiodorus). To accomplish divine 
purposes, God fits the means of revelation to the 
subject (Chrysostom).

6:4-5 A Guilt Offering

A Perennial Reproach. Cassiodorus: We 
read in the first book of Kings [Samuel] that 
because of the damage done to the consecrated 
ark the foreigners were smitten on their hinder 
parts, so that they even suffered the dreadful fate 
of being gnawed alive by mice.1 This remains a 
perennial reproach on them, because no other 
was punished in this way. Similarly he afflicts sin-
ners in the afterlife . . . they are so devoured by 
mice when the devil’s hostile troop surrounds 
them. Exposition of the Psalms 77.66.2

6:9 A Test

The Fittingness of Means. Chrysostom: 
For this reason he [Paul] says,  “To the Jews I 
became as a Jew, to those without law, as one 
without law, to those that are under the law, as 
under the law.”3 Thus God does too, as in the case 
of the wise men, he does not conduct them by an 
angel, nor a prophet, nor an apostle, nor an evan-
gelist, but how? By a star.4 For as their art made 
them conversant with these, he made use of such 
means to guide them. So [he does] in the case of 
the oxen that drew the ark.  “If it goes up by the 
way of his own coast, then he has done this great 
evil to us,” as their prophets suggested. Do these 
prophets then speak the truth? No; but he refutes 
and confounds them out of their own mouths.
Homilies on Titus 3.5

6 : 1 0 - 2 1  T H E  A R K  A R R I V E S  I N  B E T H - S H E M E S H

10The men did so, and took two milch cows and yoked them to the cart, and shut up their calves
at home. 11And they put the ark of the Lord on the cart, and the box with the golden mice and the
images of their tumors. 12And the cows went straight in the direction of Beth-shemesh along one
highway, lowing as they went; they turned neither to the right nor to the left, and the lords of the
Philistines went after them as far as the border of Beth-shemesh. 13Now the people of Beth-
shemesh were reaping their wheat harvest in the valley; and when they lifted up their eyes and saw
the ark, they rejoiced to see it. 14The cart came into the field of Joshua of Beth-shemesh, and
stopped there. A great stone was there; and they split up the wood of the cart and offered the cows
as a burnt offering to the Lord. 

1See Gregory the Great’s comment at 1 Sam 5:6.   2ACW 52:272*.   31 
Cor 9:20-21.   4Mt 2:1-11.   5NPNF 1 13:528-29*.
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Overview

 

:

 

 Symbolized by milk cows, the faith-
ful of the church carry the ark of God in their 
hearts as they journey without deviation toward 
God (

 

Gregory the Great

 

). When the cows 
halted at the farm of Hoshea, a man sharing 
Joshua’s former name, it was revealed they were 
guided by the powerful name of Jesus (

 

Justin

 

 

 

Martyr

 

) upon a straight and narrow path to sal-
vation (

 

Gregory the Great

 

).

 

6:10-14 

 

Cows Bring the Ark to Joshua’s Field

 

Cows Signify the Faithful.

 

 Gregory the 
Great: 

 

We know that when the ark of the Lord 
was returned from the land of the Philistines to 
the land of the Israelites, it was placed on a cart. 
They yoked cows that had recently borne young 
to the cart, and shut up their calves at home.  
“And the cows went straight on over the way that 
leads to Beth-shemesh, keeping to the one road, 
lowing as they went; they turned neither to the 
right nor to the left.” What do these cows repre-
sent but the faithful of the church? When they 
ponder the sacred precepts, it is as if they are car-
rying the ark of the Lord placed upon them. We 
should also notice that they are described as hav-
ing recently borne young. Many who are inwardly 
set on the way toward God are externally bound 
by their unspiritual feelings, but they do not turn 
aside from the right road because they are carry-
ing the ark of God in their hearts.

The cows were going to Beth-shemesh, a name 
meaning  “house of the sun.” The prophet says,  
“For you who fear the Lord, the sun of right-
eousness shall rise.”

 

1

 

 If we are moving on toward 
the dwelling place of the everlasting sun, we do 
right not to turn aside from the route toward God 
on account of our unspiritual feelings. We must 
consider with all our energy that the cows yoked to 
God’s cart moan as they go, lowing from their 
depths, but do not turn aside from their road. So 
surely must God’s preachers, so must all believers 
within holy church do. They must be compassion-
ate toward their neighbors through their love, 
while not deviating from God’s way through their 

compassion.

 

 Forty Gospel Homilies 37.

 

2

 

Walking the Straight and Narrow Path.

 

 
Gregory the Great: 

 

For it is not that holy peo-
ple do not love their fleshly kin, to give them all 
things necessary, but they subdue this very fond-
ness within themselves from love of spiritual 
things, in order so to temper it by the control of 
discretion, that they may be never led by it, even 
in a small measure and in the very least degree, to 
deviate from the straight path. And these are well 
conveyed to us by the representation of the cows, 
which going along towards the hilly lands under 
the ark of the Lord, proceed at one and the same 
time with fondness and with hardened feeling; as 
it is written,  “And the men did so: and took two 
milk cows and tied them to the cart and shut up 
their calves at home; and they laid the ark of the 
Lord upon the cart.” And soon after:  “And the 
cows took the straight way to the way of Beth-
shemesh, and they went along by one way, lowing 
as they went, and did not turn aside to the right 
hand or to the left.” For observe, when the calves 
were shut up at home, the cows, which are fas-
tened to the wagon bearing the ark of the Lord, 
moan and go their way, they give forth lowings 
from deep within, and yet [they] never alter their 
steps from following the path. They feel love 
indeed shown by compassion but never bend 
their necks behind. Thus, they must go on their 
way, who, being placed under the yoke of the 
sacred law, henceforth carry the Lord’s ark in 
interior knowledge, so as never to deviate from 
the course of righteousness which they have 
entered upon, in order to take compassion on the 
necessities of relatives. For Beth-shemesh is ren-
dered  “the house of the sun.” Thus to go to Beth-
shemesh with the ark of the Lord placed on them 
is in company with heavenly knowledge to draw 
near to the seat of light eternal. But we are then 
really going on toward Beth-shemesh when, in 
walking the path of righteousness, we never turn 
aside onto the adjoining side-paths of error, not 

 

1

 

Mal 4:2.   

 

2

 

CS 123:329-30.

 



 

1 Samuel 6:10-21

 

220

 

even for the sake of the affection we bear for our 
offspring.

 

 Morals on the Book of Job 7.30.

 

3

 

Guided by the Name of Jesus.

 

 Justin Mar-
tyr: 

 

One of these, I think, I must now mention, 
because it will help to give you a better under-
standing of Jesus, whom we acknowledge as 
Christ the Son of God, who was crucified, arose 
from the dead, ascended into heaven and will 
come to judge every person who ever lived, even 
back to Adam himself. You certainly know that 
when the tabernacle of testimony was carried off 
by the enemies who inhabited the region of Ash-
dod, and a dreadfully incurable plague had bro-
ken out among them, they decided to place the 
tabernacle upon a cart to which they yoked cows 
that had recently borne calves, in order to deter-
mine whether they had been plagued by God’s 
power because of the tabernacle, and whether it 

was God’s will that it be returned to the place 
from which they had taken it. In the execution of 
this plan, the cows, without any human guidance, 
proceeded not to the place from where the taber-
nacle had been taken but to the farm of a man 
named Hoshea (the same name as his whose 
name was changed to Jesus [ Joshua], as was said 
above, and who led your people into the promised 
land and distributed it among them by lot). 
When the cows came to this farm, they halted. 
Thus it was shown to you that they were guided 
by the powerful name [of Jesus], just as the survi-
vors among your people who fled Egypt were 
guided into the promised land by him whose 
name was changed from Hoshea to Jesus 
[ Joshua].

 

 Dialogue with Trypho 132.

 

4

 

7 : 1 - 1 1  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S  A T T A C K

I S R A E L  A T  M I Z P A H

 

2

 

From the day that the ark was lodged at Kiriath-jearim, a long time passed, some twenty years,
and all the house of Israel lamented after the L

 

ord

 

.

 

3

 

Then Samuel said to all the house of Israel, “If you are returning to the L

 

ord

 

 with all your
heart, then put away the foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you, and direct your heart to
the L

 

ord

 

, and serve him only, and he will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines.” 

 

4

 

So Israel
put away the Baals and the Ashtaroth, and they served the L

 

ord

 

 only.

 

5

 

Then Samuel said, “Gather all Israel at Mizpah, and I will pray to the L

 

ord

 

 for you.” 

 

6

 

So they
gathered at Mizpah, and drew water and poured it out before the L

 

ord

 

, and fasted on that day, and

 

said there, “We have sinned against the L

 

ord

 

.” And Samuel judged the people of Israel at Mizpah. 

 

Overview

 

:

 

 The ark’s twenty-year rest in Kiriath-
jearim represents a time of spiritual contempla-
tion (

 

Gregory the Great

 

). Samuel’s priesthood 
prefigures Jesus’ as he instructs the people to re-

direct their works and their hearts towards God 
(

 

Bede

 

). In Scripture, the use of  “alone” or  “only” 
with reference to God distinguishes the true God 
from false gods, rather than from the Son or the 
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Spirit (

 

Basil

 

). As the Israelites prevailed over 
their physical enemies by fasting, so spiritual ene-
mies may be overcome by observing the com-
mands of heaven (

 

Leo

 

).

 

7:2 

 

The Ark Remained for Twenty Years

 

The Contemplative Life.

 

 Gregory the 
Great:

 

 Because we relate the perfection of the 
ark to the perfection of the contemplative life, the 
ark of God remained in Kiriath-jearim, since the 
learned minds of those who contemplate achieve 
with delight the gift of their very learning, 
namely, the brightness of above revealed to them. 
For twenty years the ark of God remained there, 
for the elect souls are transported to the pinnacle 
of innermost exaltation. Thus, they have the 
number ten, which stands for the perfection of 
knowledge, but then the number twenty for the 
delight in things above. For the multiplication of 
days can be related to the increase of spiritual vir-
tues. Since this is the reason why the days were 
multiplied and it was expressly stated and as-
serted that it was the twentieth year: the more 
richly the elect minds of those who contemplate 
grazed on the thoughts above, the more fully they 
would be adorned with the glories of the spiritual 
virtues.

Now what does it mean when it is said that all 
Israel  “lay at rest after the Lord in the twentieth 
year,” except that the height of the perfection of 
the elect does not consist in the might of a good 
work but in the virtue of contemplation? To rest 
after the Lord is to cling to the imitation of our 
Redeemer with invincible love. And, if someone 
contemplates those inexpressible joys of our citi-
zenship above but does not learn to love might-
ily—for often he can be diverted to love of the 
world—he by no means rests for the Lord. Thus, 
when the ark remained in Kiriath-jearim and the 
days were prolonged, all of Israel rested after the 
Lord. Surely, while the knowledge of the mind of 
the elect was raised up into the experience of 
divine delight, and while the lights of the spiri-
tual virtues gathered beneath the light of restored 

glory, Israel was able to hold on all the more tena-
ciously to the imitation of our Lord, to the degree 
that they, illuminated by the immense lights of 
virtue, were not able to perceive those shadows by 
which they were divided from the light. Thus 
Israel is said to be well off as they rested after the 
Lord, for they saw God. The higher the contem-
plative individual was carried into divine matters, 
the further they departed from human affairs. 
They held those mightily in check and so by no 
means could they be conquered.

 

 Six Books on 
1 Kings 3.141-142.

 

1

 

7:3

 

 Return to the Lord

 

Jesus’ Priesthood Prefigured.

 

 Bede: 

 

  
“However, Samuel said to the whole house of Is-
rael, ‘If you are returning to the Lord with your 
whole heart, remove the foreign gods from your 
midst.’ ” This passage and whatever follows up to 
the statement that  “he built there an altar to the 
Lord” shows in a figurative manner how the Lord 
taught in Judea, performed miracles, suffered, 
rose and ascended into heaven and sent the grace 
of the Holy Spirit, thus making not only the Jews 
but also the Gentiles partakers of his mercy. 
Therefore, after Eli had died and Samuel had as-
sumed the priesthood, Samuel told the whole 
house of Israel to remove the foreign gods from 
their midst.

He said,  “And prepare your hearts for the 
Lord and serve him alone, and he will deliver you 
from the hand of the Philistines.” The Lord, the 
author of a new priesthood which is manifested 
in the flesh according to the order of Melchi-
zedek, teaches the whole house of Israel, that is, 
the church made up of those desiring to see God, 
to remove from themselves the traditions of the 
Pharisees. He teaches them not only to prepare 
works (a thing that the law also taught) but also 
to prepare their very hearts for serving the Lord 
alone. He said,  “You have heard that it was said 
by the fathers . . . I, however say to you,”

 

2

 

 for in 

 

1
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this way they would be able to be freed from all 
their enemies in the life to come.

 

Four Books on 
1 Samuel 1.7.

 

3

 

7:4

 

 Israel Put Away the Baals and the 
Ashtaroth

 

The Lord Alone.

 

 Basil the Great: 

 

God 
alone is substantially and essentially God. When 
I say  “alone,” I set forth the holy and uncreated 
essence and substance of God. For the word 

 

alone

 

 
is used in the case of any individual and generally 
of human nature. In the instance of Paul, that he 
alone was caught into the third heaven and  
“heard unspeakable words that are not lawful for 
a man to utter,”

 

4

 

 and of human nature, as when 
David says,  “as for man his days are as grass,”

 

5

 

 not 
meaning any particular man but human nature 
generally; for every human is short-lived and 
mortal. So we understand these words to be said 
of the nature,  “who alone has immortality”

 

6

 

 and  
“to God only wise,”

 

7

 

 and  “none is good save one, 
that is God,”

 

8

 

 for here  “one” means the same as 
alone. . . . In Scripture  “one” and  “only” are not 
predicated of God to mark distinction from the 
Son and the Holy Spirit but to exclude the unreal 
gods falsely so called. As for instance,  “The Lord 
alone did lead them and there was no strange god 
with them,”

 

9

 

 and  “then the children of Israel did 
put away Baalim and Ashtaroth and served the 
Lord only.”

 

 Letter 8.3.

 

10

 

7:6

 

 Israel Fasted

 

Triumph Through Fasting.

 

 Leo the 
Great:

 

 At one time the Hebrew people and all 
the Israelite tribes, because of the offensiveness of 
their sins, were held under the heavy domination 
of the Philistines. In order to be able to overcome 

their enemies, as the sacred history shows, they 
restored strength of soul and body with a self-
imposed fast. They had judged rightly that they 
deserved that hard and wretched subjection be-
cause of neglect of God’s commandments and the 
corruption of their lives, and that in vain did they 
fight with weapons unless they had first made 
war on their sins. By abstaining, therefore, from 
food and drink they imposed the penalty of se-
vere punishment on themselves, and to conquer 
their enemies, they first conquered the entice-
ment of gluttony in themselves. In this way it 
happened that the fierce adversaries and harsh 
masters yielded to those who were fasting whom 
they had overcome when they had been full.

We too, dearly beloved, situated as we are 
among many struggles and battles, if we wish to 
overcome our enemies in the same way, we may 
be healed by the same practice. Indeed, our situa-
tion is the same as theirs, seeing that they were 
attacked by bodily adversaries, we by spiritual 
enemies. If our spiritual enemies may be over-
come by the correction of our lives bestowed on 
us through the grace of God, even the force of our 
bodily enemies will also give way to us. They will 
be weakened by our correction, since not their 
merits but our own sins made them onerous to 
us.

Therefore, dearly beloved, in order that we 
may be able to overcome our enemies, let us seek 
divine help by observing the commands of 
heaven, knowing that in no other way can we pre-
vail over our foes except by prevailing over our-
selves as well.

 

 Sermon 39 (Recension a) 1-2.

 

11
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7 : 1 2 - 1 7  R E S T O R A T I O N  A N D

P E A C E  D U R I N G  S A M U E L ’ S  J U D G E S H I P

12Then Samuel took a stone and set it up between Mizpah and Jeshanah,l and called its name
Ebenezer;m for he said, “Hitherto the Lord has helped us.”

l Gk Syr: Heb Shen m That is Stone of help

Overview: Ebenezer, meaning  “the stone of 
help,” signifies Christ in fulfillment of Psalm 
117:22 ( Jerome). The erection of the stone sym-
bolizes how conversion shifts one’s focus from 
earthly happiness to spiritual (Augustine).

7:12 Samuel Sets Up a Stone

The Stone of Help. Jerome:  “That stone 
which the builders rejected has become the cor-
nerstone.”1 That is the stone that is called Eben-
ezer in the book of Kings [Samuel]. That stone is 
Christ. The name Ebenezer, moreover, means  
“the stone of help.” Homilies on the Psalms 46 
(Ps 133).2

Pursuing Spiritual Happiness. Augus-
tine: For we may be sure that the very aim of 
those who pass over [from Israelite to Christian] 
is transformed from the old to the new, so that 
the aim of each is no longer the attainment of 
material felicity but spiritual happiness. That 
explains the action of the great prophet Samuel 
himself, before he had anointed King Saul.

Samuel cried out to the Lord on behalf of 
Israel, and God heard him; and when he offered a 
whole burnt offering, and the foreigners 
approached to do battle with the people of God, 
the Lord thundered over them, and they were 
thrown into confusion and panic as they faced 
Israel, and so they were overcome. Then Samuel 
took a stone and set it up between the old and the 
new Mizpah and gave it the name Ebenezer, 
which means  “the stone of the helper.” And he 
said,  “So far the Lord has helped us.”3

Now Mizpah means  “aim.” That  “stone of the 
helper” is the mediation of the Savior, through 
whom we must pass over from the old Mizpah to 
the new, that is, from the aim which looked for 
material bliss—a false bliss, in a material king-
dom—to the aim which looks for spiritual bliss, 
the really true bliss, in the kingdom of heaven. 
And since there is nothing better than this, God 
helps us  “so far.” City of God 17.7.4

1Ps 118:22 (117:22 LXX).   2FC 48:351*.   31 Sam 7:9-12 LXX.   4CG 
733*.
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8 : 1 - 9  I S R A E L  D E M A N D S  A  K I N G

1When Samuel became old, he made his sons judges over Israel. 2The name of his first-born son
was Joel, and the name of his second, Abijah; they were judges in Beer-sheba. 3Yet his sons did not
walk in his ways, but turned aside after gain; they took bribes and perverted justice.

4Then all the elders of Israel gathered together and came to Samuel at Ramah, 5and said to him,
“Behold, you are old and your sons do not walk in your ways; now appoint for us a king to govern
us like all the nations.” 6But the thing displeased Samuel when they said, “Give us a king to govern
us.” And Samuel prayed to the Lord. 7And the Lord said to Samuel, “Hearken to the voice of the
people in all that they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from
being king over them.”

Overview: Samuel, as the father of faithless 
sons, exemplifies how the merits of a father do 
not atone for a child’s transgressions ( Jerome). 
Since God may grant or decline a request for a 
thing that will bring harm confirms that we 
sometimes do not know how to pray as we should 
(Augustine). That God avenges his priests is il-
lustrated in the appointment of King Saul after 
the people’s rejection of Samuel (Cyprian). Per-
fect obedience is due one’s bishop: to contradict 
mocks God (Ignatius).

8:3 Samuel’s Sons Take Bribes

Personal Culpability. Jerome: But possibly 
you flatter yourself 1 that since the bishop who 
has made you a deacon is a holy man, his merits 
will atone for your transgressions. I have already 
told you that the father is not punished for the 
son or the son for the father.  “The soul that sins 
shall itself die.”2 Samuel too had sons who for-
sook the fear of the Lord and  “turned aside after 
lucre” and iniquity. Letter 147.10.3

8:4-7 The Lord Hears the People’s Demand

Patience and Prayer. Augustine: To some, 
indeed, who lack patience, the Lord God, in his 
wrath, grants them what they ask, just as, on the 

other hand, he refused it to his apostle, in his 
mercy. We read what and how the Israelites asked 
and received, but, when their lust had been satis-
fied, their lack of patience was severely pun-
ished.4 And when they asked, he gave them a 
king, as it is written, according to their heart, but 
not according to his heart. . . . These things are 
written that no one may think well of himself if 
his prayer is heard, when he has asked impa-
tiently for what it would be better for him not to 
receive, and that no one may be cast down and 
may despair of the divine mercy toward him if his 
prayer has not been heard, when he has, perhaps, 
asked for something which would bring him more 
bitter suffering if he received it or would cause his 
downfall if he were ruined by prosperity. In such 
circumstances, then, we know not what we 
should pray for as we ought. Letter 130.5

God Avenges His Priests. Cyprian: And 
that we may know that this voice of God came 
forth with his true and greatest majesty to honor 
and avenge his priests. . . . In the book of Kings 
[Samuel] also when Samuel, the priest, was 
despised, as you know, by the people of the Jews 

1Sabinianus, a deacon who is called upon to repent of his sins in this 
letter from Jerome.   2Ezek 18:4, 20.   3NPNF 2 6:294*.   4Num 11:1-
34.   5FC 18:396-97.
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on account of his old age, the angry Lord cried 
out and said,  “They have not rejected you, but 
they have rejected me.” And to avenge this, he 
raised over them King Saul, who afflicted them 
with grave injuries and trod under foot and 
pressed the proud people with all insults and 
punishments that the priest scorned might be 
avenged on the proud people by divine vengeance.

 

Letter 3.1.

 

6

 

Mocking God.

 

 Pseudo-Ignatius: 

 

It is becom-
ing, therefore, that you also should be obedient to 

your bishop and contradict him in nothing; for it 
is a fearful thing to contradict any such person. 
For no one does [by such conduct] deceive him 
that is visible but does [in reality] seek to mock 
him that is invisible, who, however, cannot be 
mocked by anyone. And every such act has 
respect not to man but to God. For God says to 
Samuel,  “They have not mocked you, but me.”

 

Letter to the Magnesians 3.

 

7

 

8 : 1 0 - 2 2  S A M U E L  W A R N S  O F

T H E  W A Y S  O F  T H E  K I N G

 

10

 

So Samuel told all the words of the L

 

ord

 

 to the people who were asking a king from him. 

 

11

 

He
said, “These will be the ways of the king who will reign over you: he will take your sons and
appoint them to his chariots and to be his horsemen, and to run before his chariots; 

 

12

 

and he will
appoint for himself commanders of thousands and commanders of fifties, and some to plow his
ground and to reap his harvest, and to make his implements of war and the equipment of his char-
iots. 

 

13

 

He will take your daughters to be perfumers and cooks and bakers. 

 

14

 

He will take the best of
your fields and vineyards and olive orchards and give them to his servants. 

 

15

 

He will take the tenth
of your grain and of your vineyards and give it to his officers and to his servants. 

 

16

 

He will take
your menservants and maidservants, and the best of your cattle

 

o

 

 and your asses, and put them to
his work. 

 

17

 

He will take the tenth of your flocks, and you shall be his slaves. 

 

18

 

And in that day you
will cry out because of your king, whom you have chosen for yourselves; but the L

 

ord

 

 will not
answer you in that day.”

 

o 

 

Gk: Heb

 

 young men

 

Overview

 

:

 

 Bishops, who bear greater responsi-
bilities than kings, should receive greater benefits 
from their charges (

 

Apostolic Constitutions

 

). 
Desiring that the people would reconsider their 
request, Samuel describes the king’s ways, thus 
demonstrating his wisdom and God’s lovingkind-

ness (

 

Chrysostom

 

). Those who possess too many 
servants are likened to the unfeeling tyrant 
warned of by the prophet Samuel (

 

Clement of 
Alexandria

 

).

 

8:11-17 

 

The Ways of the King
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Esteem for Priests. Apostolic Constitu-
tions: Account bishops worthy to be esteemed 
[as] your rulers and your kings, and bring them 
tribute as to kings; for by you they and their fam-
ilies ought to be maintained. As Samuel made 
constitutions for the people concerning a king, in 
the first book of Kings [Samuel], and Moses did 
so concerning priests in Leviticus, so do we also 
make constitutions for you concerning bishops. 
For if there the multitude distributed the inferior 
services in proportion to so great a king, should 
not the bishop, therefore, all the more now 
receive from you those things which are deter-
mined by God for the sustenance of himself and 
of the rest of the clergy belonging to him? But if 
we may add somewhat further, let the bishop 
receive more than the other received of old: for he 
only managed military affairs, being entrusted 
with war and peace for the preservation of peo-
ple’s bodies; but the other is entrusted with the 
exercise of the priestly office in relation to God, 
in order to preserve both body and soul from dan-
gers. Constitutions of the Holy Apostles 
2.4.34.1

The Lovingkindness of God. Chrysostom: 
And observe the wisdom of the prophet, or rather 

the lovingkindness of God. For because he 
wished to turn them from their desire, bringing 
together a number of difficult things he asserted 
what would be true of their future king, as, for 
instance, that he would make their wives grind at 
the mill, require the men to serve as shepherds 
and drivers of mules; for he described all the ser-
vice appertaining to the kingdom in minute 
detail. Homilies on 2 Corinthians 24.3.2

Unfeeling Tyrants. Clement of Alexan-
dria: I must now . . . express my disapproval of 
the possession of too many slaves. People resort 
to servants to escape work and waiting on them-
selves. . . . The Word has given a complete 
description of these offenders when he promised 
through the prophet Samuel that the people who 
were demanding a king would have not a kind 
master but one who would be an unfeeling tyrant, 
given over to immorality,  “who will take,” he said,  
“your daughters to make him ointments and to be 
his cooks and bakers,” who will rule by law of war 
and not be zealous for the administration of 
peace. Christ the Educator 3.4.26-27.3

9 : 1 - 2  S A U L ,  S O N  O F  K I S H

1There was a man of Benjamin whose name was Kish, the son of Abiel, son of Zeror, son of
Becorath, son of Aphiah, a Benjaminite, a man of wealth; 2and he had a son whose name was Saul,
a handsome young man. There was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome than he;
from his shoulders upward he was taller than any of the people.

Overview: Saul’s ancestry demonstrates that 
the tribe of Jemini and the tribe of Benjamin are 
one and the same ( Jerome).

9:1-2 Saul’s Ancestry and Qualities

One and the Same Tribe. Jerome: The name 

1ANF 7:412*.   2NPNF 1 12:392*.   3FC 23:220-22.
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Benjamin is a combination, then, of two words, 
son and right hand: ben means  “son” and jamin 
means  “right hand.”

Let us remember once for all that the tribe of 
Benjamin was called Jemini. We read in the book 
of Kings [Samuel], where it speaks of Saul, the 
words  “Now there was a man of Benjamin whose 
name was Saul, the son of Kish, the son of Abiel, 
son of Jethra, son of Jether, son of Gera, son of 

Jemini,” and immediately following, it says, a man 
of Jemini, that is, from the tribe of Jemini, or Ben-
jamin.1 . . . Now why have I said all this? To show 
that the tribe of Jemini was the tribe of Benjamin.
Homilies on the Psalms 3 (Ps 7).2

 9 : 3 - 1 0  S A U L  S E A R C H E S  F O R  L O S T  A S S E S

3Now the asses of Kish, Saul’s father, were lost. So Kish said to Saul his son, “Take one of the
servants with you, and arise, go and look for the asses.” . . . 

 5When they came to the land of Zuph, Saul said to his servant who was with him, “Come, let
us go back, lest my father cease to care about the asses and become anxious about us.” 6But he said
to him, “Behold, there is a man of God in this city, and he is a man that is held in honor; all that
he says comes true. Let us go there; perhaps he can tell us about the journey on which we have set
out.” . . . 9 (Formerly in Israel, when a man went to inquire of God, he said, “Come, let us go to the
seer”; for he who is now called a prophet was formerly called a seer.) 10And Saul said to his ser-
vant, “Well said; come, let us go.” So they went to the city where the man of God was.

Overview: That the term seer was synonymous 
with  “prophet” shows that sight is an attribute of 
the spirit as well as the physical body (Augus-
tine). Prophets warranted this name by foresee-
ing future events (Hippolytus) and Christ. As 
the eyes of the church, those who perceive God’s 
mysteries in Holy Writ are deemed seers ( Je-
rome).

9:9 A Prophet Was Called a Seer

Spiritual Sight. Augustine: I wonder how 
that opinion could have arisen whereby sight is 
thought to belong to bodies only. But, from what-
ever habit of speech that opinion may have come, 
the holy Scriptures are not accustomed to speak 

thus; they attribute vision not only to the body 
but also to the spirit, and more to the spirit than 
to the body. Otherwise they would not have been 
right in giving the name seers to the prophets who 
saw the future not by bodily but by spiritual 
sight. Letter 147.50.1

Prophets Foresaw the Future. Hippoly-
tus: For with what reason should the prophet be 
called a prophet, unless he in spirit foresaw the 
future? For if the prophet spoke of any chance 
event, he would not be a prophet then in speaking 
of things which were under the eye of all. But one 
who sets forth in detail things yet to be, was 

1FC 20:219.  

1Scripture reference is conflated with 2 Sam 19:16; 1 Kings 2:5, 8, 32.   
2FC 48:28*.
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rightly judged a prophet. Wherefore prophets 
were with good reason called from the very first  
“seers.” On the Antichrist 2.2

Prophets Foresaw Christ. Jerome: In him 
[Christ] are hidden all the treasures of wisdom 
and knowledge.3 He also who was hidden in a 
mystery is the same that was foreordained before 
the world. Now it was in the law and in the 
prophets that he was foreordained and prefig-
ured. For this reason too the prophets were called 
seers, because they saw him whom others did not 

see. Letter 53.4.4

The Eyes of the Church. Jerome: The 
church has real eyes: manifestly its churchmen 
and teachers who see in holy Writ the mysteries 
of God, and to them applies the scriptural appel-
lation of  “seer.” It is correct, then, to call these 
seers the eyes of the church. Homilies on Mat-
thew 85.5

9 : 1 1 - 2 1  S A U L  A N D  S A M U E L  M E E T

15Now the day before Saul came, the Lord had revealed to Samuel: 16“Tomorrow about this
time I will send to you a man from the land of Benjamin, and you shall anoint him to be prince
over my people Israel. He shall save my people from the hand of Philistines; for I have seen the
affliction of q my people, because their cry has come to me.”. . . 18Then Saul approached Samuel in
the gate, and said, “Tell me where is the house of the seer?” 19Samuel answered Saul, “I am the
seer; go up before me to the high place, for today you shall eat with me, and in the morning I will
let you go and will tell you all that is on your mind. . . . 21Saul answered, “Am I not a Benjaminite,
from the least of the tribes of Israel? And is not my family the humblest of all the families of the
tribe of Benjamin? Why then have you spoken to me in this way?”

q Gk: Heb lacks the affliction of

Overview: Since the anointing of kingship pre-
cedes the reception of other honorific titles, it 
best defines what the title of Christ means 
(Gregory of Nyssa). Rather than being an ex-
cuse for errors, receiving honor should motivate 
godliness (Chrysostom).

9:16 Prince over Israel 

The Kingship of Christ. Gregory of 

Nyssa: However, since the rank of kingship 
underlies all worth and power and rule, by this 
title the royal power of Christ is authoritatively 
and primarily indicated (for the anointing of 
kingship, as we learn in the historical books, 
comes first), and all the force of the other titles 
depends on that of royalty. For this reason, the 
person who knows the separate elements 
included under it also knows the power encom-
passing these elements. But it is the kingship 

2ANF 5:205.   3See Col 2:3.   4NPNF 2 6:98*.   5FC 57:196-97.
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itself which declares what the title of Christ 
means. On Perfection.1

9:21 From the Least of the Tribes

Great Honor Is No Excuse for Errors. 
Chrysostom: I will give you a proof of what I 
maintain, from the case of a kingdom, which does 
not weigh as heavily with God as the priesthood. 
Saul, that son of Kish, was not himself at all 
ambitious of becoming a king but was going in 
quest of his asses and came to ask the prophet 
about them. The prophet, however, proceeded to 
speak to him of the kingdom, but not even then 
did he run greedily after it, though he heard 
about it from a prophet, but drew back and dep-
recated it, saying,  “Who am I, and what is my 
father’s house?” What then? When he made a bad 
use of the honor which had been given him by 
God, were those words of his able to rescue him 
from the wrath of him who had made him king? 
And was he able to say to Samuel, when rebuked 
by him:  “Did I greedily run and rush after the 
kingdom and sovereign power? I wished to lead 
the undisturbed and peaceful life of ordinary 
men, but you dragged me to this post of honor. 
Had I remained in my low estate, I should easily 

have escaped all these stumbling blocks, for if I 
were one of the obscure multitude, I should never 
have been set forth on this expedition, nor would 
God have committed to my hands the war against 
the Amalekites, and if I had not had it committed 
to me, I should not have sinned this sin.” But all 
such arguments are weak as excuses, and not only 
weak but perilous, inasmuch as they rather kindle 
the wrath of God. For he who has been promoted 
to great honor by God must not advance the 
greatness of his honor as an excuse for his errors 
but should make God’s special favor toward him 
the motive for further improvement; whereas he 
who thinks himself at liberty to sin because he 
has obtained some uncommon dignity, what does 
he but study to show that the lovingkindness of 
God is the cause of his personal transgression, 
which is always the argument of those who lead 
godless and careless lives. But we ought to be on 
no account thus minded, nor to fall away into the 
insane folly of such people, but be ambitious at all 
times to make the most of such powers as we 
have, and to be reverent both in speech and 
thought. On the Priesthood 4.1.2

9 : 2 2 - 2 7  S A U L  E N J O Y S  T H E

H O S P I T A L I T Y  O F  S A M U E L

22Then Samuel took Saul and his servant and brought them into the hall and gave them a place at
the head of those who had been invited, who were about thirty persons. 23And Samuel said to the cook,
“Bring the portion I gave you, of which I said to you, ‘Put it aside.’ ” 24So the cook took up the leg and
the upper portionr and set them before Saul; and Samuel said, “See, what was kept is set before you.
Eat; because it was kept for you until the hour appointed, that you might eat with the guests.” s

So Saul ate with Samuel that day. 25And when they came down from the high place into the
city, a bed was spread for Sault upon the roof, and he lay down to sleep. 26Then at the break of

1FC 58:97-98.   2NPNF 1 9:61*.
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dawnu Samuel called to Saul upon the roof, “Up, that I may send you on your way.” So Saul arose,
and both he and Samuel went out into the street.

27As they were going down to the outskirts of the city, Samuel said to Saul, “Tell the servant to
pass on before us, and when he has passed on stop here yourself for a while, that I may make
known to you the word of God.”

r Heb obscure s Cn: Heb saying, I have invited the people t Gk: Heb and he spoke with Saul u Gk: Heb and they arose early and at break of dawn

Overview: The best teacher and leader knows 
how to manage both lofty and ordinary affairs 
(Gregory the Great). Bede contemplates how 
the relationship between Samuel and Saul prefig-
ures that of John the Baptist and Jesus. Like Jesus, 
Saul partakes of hidden food. In descending from 
the high place to the city, teaching for both the 
strong and the weak is symbolized. Like Samuel 
the prophet, John confesses that another is the 
Lord’s anointed after the dawning of a new grace. 
Their entering the streets anticipates the public 
aspect of Jesus’ and John’s ministries. As Saul tar-
ries at Samuel’s request, Jesus remains a little 
while in the world in order to fulfill the words of 
the prophets.

9:24-25 Samuel and Saul Dine and Descend 
to the City

The True Leader. Gregory the Great: 
Whoever is received into the eminent office of dis-
pensing pastoral care ought to have in the very 
sublimity of his rank both the true loftiness of his 
own life and compassion for the weaknesses of oth-
ers. Therefore, Saul went with Samuel into the 
heights and then descended into the town. Let the 
ruler know how to conduct lofty things, but let 
him also know how to manage ordinary things. Let 
him say with Paul,  “Our manner of living is in the 
heavens.”1 But let him also say with us,  “Wretched 
man that I am! Who will free me from this mortal 
body? For I see another law in my members that 
fights against the law of my mind and takes me 
captive by the law of sin.”2 He is a true ruler, when 
he speaks wisdom among the perfect; he descends 
into the town when he arranges carnal matters and 

says,  “Because of fornication let each man have his 
own wife and each woman her husband.”3 He is in 
the heights when he says,  “No creature will be able 
to separate us from the love of God which is in 
Christ Jesus,”4 but he descends into the town when 
he says,  “I became weak to the weak that I might 
win the weak. I became all things to all people.”5 
Therefore, Samuel brought Saul to the heights and 
led him down into the town. For when the greatest 
men put in order the pinnacle of the holy church, 
namely, those whom they place at the very pinnacle 
of the church, they teach them to live in a distin-
guished manner, to preach clearly, to be strict with 
themselves but more gentle with those under their 
care, to attend to their own salvation so that they 
can be weak with the weak. I meant that they are 
weak by letting their mind feel compassion on the 
weak rather than by being idle due to some inter-
nal malady. For if a teacher suffers from idleness of 
mind, he is not able to encourage the spiritually 
feeble and bedridden. Six Books on 1 Kings 
4.141.6

Jesus and John the Baptist Prefigured. 
Bede:  “And Saul ate with Samuel on that day. 
And he went down from the high place into the 
city.”7 And the Lord preached with John [the Bap-
tist] at a time when grace shone until John was 
cast into prison. The Lord said about those peo-
ple who would believe in him,  “I have a food to 
eat which you do not know.”8 John and the Lord 

1Phil 3:20.   2Rom 7:23-24, inverted.   31 Cor 7:2.   4Rom 8:39.   51 Cor 
9:22.   6CCL 144:368-69.   7In this passage Bede interprets the actions 
of Samuel and Saul to portend the work of John the Baptist and Jesus, 
respectively.   8Jn 6:32.
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did not hand down commands only to the perfect 
by ascending to the heights of virtues but also to 
the weak by condescending to general matters. To 
the perfect they said,  “Sell what you own and 
give alms,”9 but to the weak they said,  “You shall 
not murder; you shall not commit adultery.”10

Four Books on 1 Samuel 2.9.11

9:26 Samuel Calls to Saul at Dawn

The Dawning of a New Grace. Bede:  “And 
he spoke with Saul on the sun porch12 atop the 
house. For when he had arisen early and it had 
already grown light, Samuel called to Saul on 
the sun porch, saying,  ‘Arise that I might send 
you.’ ” John spoke with the Lord in the light that 
came from recognizing his divinity. It is called a 
sun porch because it receives the rays of the sun 
first before the lower portions of the building. 
Without doubt, then, the sun porch represents 
those hearts for whom the sun of righteousness 
has arisen as they have been lifted up from 
earthly desires by the fear of God. For when 
John commenced with the beginning of the dis-
pensation for which he was sent and when the 
new light of grace gradually began to shine 
clearly in the world, the very same John con-
fessed that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of 
God, but that he himself had been sent before 
him. John desired with the full intent of his 
mind that Christ would rise in the flesh to per-
form his divine works and let John rest at the 
right time from his office of forerunner to 
Christ. Four Books on 1 Samuel 2.9.13

In Plain Sight. Bede:  “And Saul arose and the 
two departed, namely, Saul and Samuel.” So too 

Jesus  “manifested his glory and his disciples 
believed in him.”14 The two, namely, Jesus and 
John, set out and departed from their secret con-
templation of the divine will to show the miracu-
lous works in plain sight. Four Books on 1 Sam-
uel 2.9.15

9:27 Samuel Prepares to Share God’s Word 
with Saul

Fulfilling the Words of the Prophets. 
Bede:  “And when they had descended to the edge 
of the city, Samuel said to Saul, ‘Tell the lad to go 
on ahead of us and pass over, but you stay here a 
little bit so that I may tell you the word of the 
Lord.’ ” Although the Lord took on humility and 
poverty for us and showed himself as a despised 
man and the least among the citizens of the world 
and taught that his followers ought also to be 
poor in spirit, nonetheless he did not at once 
undergo death, although often godless men were 
plotting it, but according to the oracles of the 
prophets. It was the prophets’ duty (and John too 
is to be counted a prophet) to precede him and be 
his obedient servants and to call their hearers to 
pass over from vices to virtues, from death to life. 
However, Christ himself stood still in the world 
for a little while as those prophets were departing 
until he could fulfill the word of the father con-
cerning himself declared to his faithful through 
the prophets. Four Books on 1 Samuel 2.9.16

9Lk 12:33.   10Mt 19:18.   11CCL 119:85.   12The solarium usually refers 
to the top of the house, which was frequently used for living space. 
Here solarium is translated as  “sun porch” to convey Bede’s play on 
words.   13CCL 119:85.   14Jn 2:11.   15CCL 119:85.   16CCL 119:85.
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1 0 : 1 - 8  S A U L  I S  A N O I N T E D  K I N G

1Then Samuel took a vial of oil and poured it on his head, and kissed him and said, “Has not
the Lord anointed you to be prince over his people Israel? And you shall reign over the people of
the Lord and you will save them from the hand of their enemies round about. And this shall be the
sign to you that the Lord has anointed you to be princew over his heritage.”

w Gk: Heb lacks over his people Israel? And you shall . . . to be prince

Overview: The grace of the spirit descended 
with the oil as the prophet of old fulfilled the 
ministry of anointing God’s chosen one (Chry-
sostom). Unlike Saul’s anointing from an earthen 
vessel, the supremacy of the Christian’s anointing 
is found in its likeness to David’s anointing from 
a horn (Hippolytus).

10:1 Samuel Pours Oil on Saul’s Head

Anointed with Oil and Grace. Chrysos-
tom: Furthermore, whenever someone had to be 
chosen and anointed, the grace of the Spirit 
would wing its way down and the oil would run 
on the forehead of the elect. Prophets fulfilled 

these ministries. Discourses Against Judaiz-
ing Christians 6.4.3.1

A Different Anointing. Hippolytus: And 
of all people, we Christians alone are those who 
. . . celebrate the mystery and are anointed there 
with the unspeakable chrism from a horn, as 
David (was anointed), not from an earthen ves-
sel, he says, as (was) Saul, who held converse 
with the evil demon of carnal concupiscence. 
The Refutation of All Heresies 5.4.2

1 0 : 9 - 1 6  S A U L  P R O P H E S I E S  A N D  R E T U R N S  H O M E

9When he turned his back to leave Samuel, God gave him another heart; and all these signs
came to pass that day. 10When they came to Gibe-ah,z behold, a band of prophets met him; and the
spirit of God came mightily upon him, and he prophesied among them. 11And when all who knew
him before saw how he prophesied with the prophets, the people said to one another, “What has
come over the son of Kish? Is Saul also among the prophets?”

z Or the hill

Overview: The Spirit of God acts in many 
ways—mental understanding, visions and ecsta-

sies (Augustine). That an evil or divine spirit 
may influence a man, as Saul’s life illustrates, 

1FC 68:160.   2ANF 5:58*.



1 Samuel 10:9-16

233

proves the soul’s autonomous existence (Tertul-
lian).

10:10 The Spirit of God Came upon Saul

Seeing and Understanding. Augustine: 
First, you ask that I explain how it can be said in 
the first book of Kings [Samuel],  “The Spirit of 
the Lord came upon Saul,” when it is said else-
where  “There was an evil spirit from the Lord in 
Saul.”1 Thus it is written:  “And it happened that 
when he turned his back to depart from Samuel, 
God gave Saul another heart, and all the signs 
came to pass on that day. Then he came to the hill 
and, behold, a chorus of prophets met him on the 
way and the Spirit of God came upon him and he 
prophesied among them.” But Samuel had already 
predicted this when he anointed him.2 About 
that, I don’t think that there is any question. For  
“the Spirit blows where he wills,”3 and no one’s 
soul can be fouled by contact with the Spirit of 
prophecy, for it extends everywhere on account of 
its purity. Yet, it does not affect everyone in the 
same way; the Spirit’s infusion in some people 
confers images of things, others are granted the 
mental fruit of understanding, others are given 
both by inspiration, and still others know noth-
ing. But the Spirit works through infusion in two 
ways. The first way comes during sleep, and not 
only to saints, but even Pharaoh and King Nebu-
chadnezzar saw what neither of them was able to 
understand but both of them were able to see.4 
The second way is through demonstration in 
ecstasy (which some Latins translate as  “trem-
bling”—astonishingly idiosyncratic, but close in 
meaning nonetheless), where the mind is sepa-
rated from the bodily senses so that the human 
spirit, which is assumed by the divine Spirit, 
might be free of perceiving and intuiting ideas, as, 
for instance, when it was shown to Daniel what 
he had not understood and, to Peter, the sheet let 
down from heaven by its four corners, who only 
later recognized what this vision represented.5 

One way is through the mental fruit of under-
standing, when the significance and relevance of 
the things demonstrated through images is 
revealed, which is a more certain prophecy, for 
the apostle calls such prophecy  “greater,”6 as 
Joseph deserved to understand but Pharaoh only 
to see, and as Daniel explained to the king that he 
saw but did not know. But since the mind is 
affected in such a fashion that it does not under-
stand ideas of things by conjectural examination 
but intuits the things themselves, as wisdom and 
justice and every divine form are understood to 
be immutable, it does not pertain to the prophecy 
about which we are now concerned. On Vari-
ous Questions to Simplician 2.1.1.7

10:11 Is Saul Among the Prophets?

The Existence of the Soul. Tertullian: It 
is possible for an evil spirit to influence a person. 
The spirit of God later turned Saul into another 
man, that is, into a prophet, when people said,  
“What is this that has happened to the son of 
Kish? Is Saul also among the prophets?” But the 
evil spirit also turned him into another man, in 
other words, into a renegade. For some time Ju-
das was numbered among the chosen [apostles], 
even becoming the keeper of the purse. He was 
then not yet a traitor, but he was dishonest. 
Later, the devil entered into his soul.

Therefore, if neither the spirit of God nor the 
devil enters into the soul of man at the birth of 
the soul, then the soul must exist separately 
before the accession of either spirit. If it exists 
alone, then it is simple and uncompounded in 
substance and it breathes simply as a result of the 
substance which it received from God. On the 
Soul 11.5-6.8

11 Sam 16:15; 18:10; 19:9.   2See 1 Sam 10:1-6.   3Jn 3:8.   4See Dan 2.   
5See Acts 10:9ff.   61 Cor 14:5.   7CCL 44:58-59.   8FC 10:204*.
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1 0 : 1 7 - 2 4  T H E  L O T  R E V E A L S  T H E

L O R D ’ S  C H O I C E  F O R  A  K I N G

20Then Samuel brought all the tribes of Israel near, and the tribe of Benjamin was taken by lot.
21He brought the tribe of Benjamin near by its families, and the family of the Matrites was taken
by lot; finally he brought the family of the Matrites near man by man,a and Saul the son of Kish
was taken by lot. But when they sought him, he could not be found. 22So they inquired again of the
Lord, “Did the man come hither?”b and the Lord said, “Behold, he has hidden himself among the
baggage.” 23Then they ran and fetched him from there; and when he stood among the people, he
was taller than any of the people from his shoulders upward. 24And Samuel said to all the people,
“Do you see him whom the Lord has chosen? There is none like him among all the people.” And
all the people shouted, “Long live the king!”

a Gk: Heb lacks finally . . . man by man b Gk: Heb Is there yet a man to come hither?

Overview: The benefit of a low estate and dan-
ger of a high estate are made evident by Saul’s ini-
tial reluctance to accept the kingdom and his 
subsequent pride. Although Saul is chosen as 
good according to the limited human insight, he 
is wicked in the omniscient sight of God (Greg-
ory the Great).

10:21-23 Saul Is Chosen by Lot

The Danger of a High Estate. Gregory 
the Great: It is common experience that in the 
school of adversity the heart is forced to disci-
pline itself; but when one has achieved supreme 
rule, it is at once changed and puffed up by the 
experience of his high estate.

It was thus that Saul, realizing at first his 
unworthiness, fled from the honor of governing 
but presently assumed it and was puffed up with 
pride. By his desire for honor before the people 
and wishing not to be blamed before them, he 
alienated him who had anointed him to be king.
Pastoral Care 1.3.1

10:24 Whom the Lord Has Chosen

Hay in the Sight of God, yet Chosen in the 
View of the People. Gregory the Great: But I 
see we must enquire how this Behemoth,2 who eats 
hay like an ox, is said to destroy the life of the spiri-
tual, when, as was said before, by the word hay is 
designated the life of the carnal. His food also will 
no longer be choice, if, in eating hay, he seizes the 
carnal. But it occurs at once in reply, that some peo-
ple are both hay in the sight of God and among 
people are counted under the name of holiness, 
when their life displays one thing before the eyes of 
men and before the divine judgment their con-
science intends another. They therefore in the 
opinion of men are  “elect,” but in the accurate judg-
ment of the Lord are  “hay.” Was not Saul hay in the 
sight of God, of whom the prophet Samuel said to 
the people,  “You surely see him whom the Lord has 
chosen,” and of whom it is just said above,  “He is 
choice and good”?3 For he whom the sinful people 
deserved was both reprobate in the sight of God 
and yet in the order of causes was choice and good. 
Morals on the Book of Job 32.13.4

1ACW 11:26.   2See Job 40:15,  “Behold, Behemoth, which I made as I 
made you; he eats hay like an ox.”   3See 1 Sam 9:2.   4LF 31:525*.
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1 0 : 2 5 - 2 7  S A M U E L  C O N T I N U E S

T O  G U I D E  T H E  P E O P L E

25Then Samuel told the people the rights and duties of the kingship; and he wrote them in a
book and laid it up before the Lord. Then Samuel sent all the people away, each one to his home.
26Saul also went to his home at Gibe-ah, and with him went men of valor whose hearts God had
touched. 27But some worthless fellows said, “How can this man save us?” And they despised him,
and brought him no present. But he held his peace.

Overview: The irresistibility of God’s will is 
demonstrated in that those whose hearts had 
been touched by God followed Saul while those 
whose hadn’t been touched refused. That God 
acted upon human hearts in order to create 
earthly kingdoms defends the argument that God 
inclines the heart to salvation to create a heavenly 
one (Augustine).

10:26-27 Reaction to Saul Is Mixed

The Supremacy of God’s Will. Augustine: 
Accordingly, there is no doubt that human wills 
cannot resist the will of God,  “who has done 
whatever he pleased in heaven and on earth,”1 and 
who has even  “done the things that are to come.”2 
Nor can the human will prevent him from doing 
what he wills, seeing that even with human wills 
he does what he wills, when he wills to do it. 
Take, for instance, the case of Saul. When God 
willed to give the kingdom to Saul, was it in the 
power of the Israelites to subject themselves to 
him or not to subject themselves? In a sense, yes; 
but not in such a way that they were able to resist 
God himself. As a matter of fact, God carried the 
matter through by means of the wills of people 
themselves, having, as he undoubtedly does, the 
almighty power to bend human hearts in what-
ever direction he pleases. So it is written:  “And 
Samuel sent away all the people, everyone to his 
own house. Saul also departed to his own house 
in Gibeah; and there went with him a part of the 

army, whose hearts God had touched. But the 
children of Belial said, ‘Shall this fellow be able to 
save us?’ And they despised him, and brought 
him no presents.” Surely, no one will say that any 
of the children of Belial, whose hearts God had 
not so touched, did go with him. Admonition 
and Grace 14.45.3

God Moves Human Wills to Salvation. 
Augustine: In vain also do they object that what 
we have established from Scripture in the books of 
Kings [which includes Samuel] and Chronicles—
that when God wills the accomplishment of some-
thing which ought not to be done except by people 
who will it, their hearts will be inclined to will 
this, with God producing this inclination, who in a 
marvelous and ineffable way works also in us that 
we will—is not pertinent to the subject with 
which we are dealing. What else is this but to con-
tradict without saying anything? Unless perhaps 
they gave you some explanation of why it seems 
this way to them, but you have chosen not to men-
tion it in your letters.4 But what that explanation 
could be, I do not know. Do our brothers perhaps 
think that because we have shown that God so 
acted in the human hearts and led the wills of 
those whom it pleased him to lead, that Saul or 

1Ps 135:6 (134:6 LXX).   2Is 45:11 LXX.   3FC 2:299*.   4This treatise is 
in response to two lengthy letters, one from Prosper and the other 
from Hilary, seeking Augustine’s response to theological issues relating 
to the relationship of salvation and the freedom of the will.
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David was established as king, these examples are 
not pertinent to the subject, since it is one thing to 
reign temporally in this world and another to reign 
eternally with God? Do they suppose, accordingly, 
that God moves the wills of those whom he has 
wished to the creation of earthly kingdoms but 

that he does not move them to the attainment of a 
heavenly kingdom? Predestination of the 
Saints 20.42.5

1 1 : 1 - 1 5  S A U L ’ S  V I C T O R Y  O V E R  T H E  A M M O N I T E S

1Then Nahash the Ammonite went up and besieged Jabesh-gilead; and all the men of Jabesh
said to Nahash, “Make a treaty with us, and we will serve you.” 2But Nahash the Ammonite said
to them,  “On this condition I will make a treaty with you, that I gouge out all your right eyes, and
thus put disgrace upon all Israel.” 3The elders of Jabesh said to him, “Give us seven days respite
that we may send messengers through all the territory of Israel. Then, if there is no one to save us,
we will give ourselves up to you.” 4When the messengers came to Gibe-ah of Saul, they reported the
matter in the ears of the people; and all the people wept aloud. . . .

6And the spirit of God came mightily upon Saul when he heard these words, and his anger was
greatly kindled. . . . 11And on the morrow Saul put the people in three companies; and they came
into the midst of the camp in the morning watch, and cut down the Ammonites until the heat of the
day; and those who survived were scattered, so that no two of them were left together.

Overview: By taking the right eye from the men 
of Jabesh, Nahash sought to render them power-
less as the right eye is understood to perceive 
heavenly realities. The wise consult the fathers 
(Bede). Saul’s division of his army into three 
companies symbolizes the fasts of the law, the 
prophets and the gospel (Gregory the Great).

11:1-2 Nahash Threatens Jabesh

The Right Eye. Bede: Some of the faithful 
people in the church often consented to be genu-
inely and lovingly allied with and to serve obedi-
ently teachers whom they deemed to be as  “wise 
as serpents” in their frequent meditation on the 
Scriptures, but these preservers of peace in the 

church did not know that these teachers were not 
as  “innocent as doves.”1 But because there is 
nothing hidden which will not be revealed these  
“creators of falsehoods” and  “worshipers of false 
doctrines”2 immediately showed themselves not 
to have the eyes of their heart illuminated. They 
were unable to say,  “Our eyes are like doves,”3 but 
on the contrary they long to take away the right 
eyes of their hearers, that is, the perception of 
heavenly and supernal contemplation, and to turn 
them aside to view only evil and perverse matters 
and to render them powerless in the war which 
we wage  “against spiritual powers of iniquity in 
heavenly places.”4 For this reason Nahash wanted 

1Mt 10:16.    2Is 45:16.    3Song 1:14.    4Eph 6:12. 

5FC 86:268*.
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to deprive the men of Jabesh of their right eyes so 
that they would not be able to see anything they 
needed to see for their defense against the enemy 
since they would have covered the left side of 
their face with their shields in battle. Four 
Books on 1 Samuel 2.11.5

11:3 The Elders Ask for a Respite

Wisdom and the Spirit. Bede: Certain wiser 
individuals were more cautious in not trusting 
the heretics and recognized in them the ancient 
dragon or serpent speaking in them (that is to 
say, the devil or Satan as in various writings of 
Paul or even as Christ himself spoke in his para-
bles). These wiser individuals said,  “Do not com-
pel us to believe your new doctrine until we read 
through the writings of the fathers and inquire of 
the sevenfold Holy Spirit, who was given to the 
church as its light. If there will not be anything in 
them which will defend our faith, we will come 
out to you and leave behind the inner catholic 
unity and instead ally ourselves with you who 
have already left it and assail it. Then we will lis-
ten to you in that matter, even if it is against us.”  
“They went out from us but they were not of us; 
for if they had been of us, they would certainly 
have remained with us.” 6 They said these things, 
however, not as if they would ever agree on any 
condition, but because they were most convinced 
of the soundness of the faith of their fathers and 

were confident that they would completely con-
quer the heretics in this exchange. Four Books 
on 1 Samuel 2.11.7

11:11 Saul Defeats the Ammonites

Three Fasts Symbolized. Gregory the 
Great: The people were divided into three parts, 
so that we might not strike the serpent Nahash in 
one battle line alone. The people were divided 
into three parts so that they might reveal the fruit 
and dignity of sacred fasting. By fasting we are 
called back to the contemplation of the holy Trin-
ity, which we lost by eating the forbidding fruit. 
The people were also divided into three groups 
because this act commended the fasts of the law, 
the prophets and the gospel. When Moses was 
deemed worthy to receive the law, he twice fasted 
for forty days. When Elijah escaped the hand of 
Jezebel, he came to Mount Horeb on the strength 
of one meal that sufficed him for forty days. Our 
Lord and Savior Jesus Christ fasted for forty days 
in the wilderness and did not eat any food of any 
kind. Therefore, Saul divided the people into 
three parts in order to promote the fasts of the 
law, the prophets and the gospel as an example 
for those abstaining from food. Six Books on 
1 Kings 5.20.8

1 2 : 1 - 5  S A M U E L  A D D R E S S E S  T H E  P E O P L E

1And Samuel said to all Israel, “Behold, I have hearkened to your voice in all that you have said
to me, and have made a king over you. . . . 3Here I am; testify against me before the Lord and
before his anointed. Whose ox have I taken? Or whose ass have I taken? Or whom have I
defrauded? Whom have I oppressed? Or from whose hand have I taken a bribe to blind my eyes

5CCL 119:94.   61 Jn 2:19.   7CCL 119:94-95.   8CCL 144:428-29.
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with it? Testify against mec and I will restore it to you.” 4They said, “You have not defrauded us or
oppressed us or taken anything from any man’s hand.” 5And he said to them, “The Lord is witness
against you, and his anointed is witness this day, that you have not found anything in my hand.”
And they said, “He is witness.”

c Gk: Heb lacks Testify against me

Overview: Samuel’s appeal for testimony 
against himself prompts varied comments. Sam-
uel speaks in order to instruct Saul to be meek 
and gentle (Chrysostom). Samuel clears himself 
of any wrongdoing near the end of his lengthy 
ministry (Irenaeus). Samuel teaches that a priest 
must avoid covetousness ( Jerome).

12:3-5 The People Attest to Samuel’s 
Righteousness

Instructing the King to Gentleness. 
Chrysostom: For Samuel also put together a 
high panegyric upon himself, when he anointed 
Saul, saying,  “Whose ass have I taken, or calf, or 
shoes? Or have I oppressed any of you?” And yet 
no one finds fault with him. And the reason is 
because he did not say it by way of setting off 
himself, but because he was going to appoint a 
king, he wishes under the form of a defense [of 
himself ] to instruct him to be meek and gentle. 
. . . But when he saw that they [the people] would 
not be hindered by any of these things [the ways 
of the king] but were incurably distempered, he 
thus both spared them and composed their king 
to gentleness. Therefore he also takes him to wit-
ness. For indeed no one was then bringing suit or 
charge against Saul that he needed to defend him-

self, but Samuel said those things in order to 
make him better. And therefore also he added, to 
take down his pride,  “If you will listen, you and 
your king,” such and such good things shall be 
yours,  “but if you will not listen, then the reverse 
of all.” Homilies on 2 Corinthians 24.3.1

A Good Conscience. Irenaeus: In this way, 
too, Samuel, who judged the people so many 
years and bore rule over Israel without any pride, 
in the end cleared himself. . . . In this strain also 
the apostle Paul, inasmuch as he had a good con-
science, said to the Corinthians,  “For we are not 
as many [are], who corrupt the Word of God: but 
in sincerity, but as from God, in the sight of God 
we speak in Christ.”2  “We have injured no one, 
corrupted no one, circumvented no one.”3 

Against Heresies 4.26.4.4

Avoiding Covetousness. Jerome: That a 
priest must avoid covetousness even Samuel 
teaches when he proves before all the people 
that he has taken nothing from any one. 
Letter 69.9.5

1NPNF 1 12:392*.   22 Cor 2:17.   32 Cor 7:2.   4ANF 1:497-98*.   
5NPNF 2 6:148*.
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1 2 : 6 - 1 8  I S R A E L ’ S  W I C K E D N E S S  A N D  T H E  L O R D ’ S  

F I D E L I T Y  R E C O U N T E D

6And Samuel said to the people, . . . 16“Now therefore stand still and see this great thing, which
the Lord will do before your eyes. 17Is it not wheat harvest today? I will call upon the Lord, that
he may send thunder and rain; and you shall know and see that your wickedness is great, which
you have done in the sight of the Lord, in asking for yourselves a king.” 18So Samuel called upon
the Lord, and the Lord sent thunder and rain that day; and all the people greatly feared the
Lord and Samuel.

Overview: As Samuel brought thunder and rain 
through prayer, so also the genuine disciple of 
Jesus will receive the rain of the soul (Origen). 
Like Moses, Samuel prevents God from venting 
his wrath against the people by means of his per-
sistent entreaty ( Jerome).

12:16-18 Samuel Calls on the Lord for a 
Sign

Accomplished Through Prayer. Origen: 
That mighty deed Samuel is said to have accom-
plished through prayer is something that every-
one who genuinely relies on God can accomplish 
spiritually even now, since he has become worthy 
of being heard. . . . For every saint and genuine 
disciple of Jesus is told by the Lord,  “Lift up your 
eyes, and see how the fields are already white for 
harvest. He who reaps receives wages and gathers 
fruit for eternal life.”1 In this time of harvest the 
Lord does  “a great thing” before the eyes of those 
who hear the prophets. For when the one 
adorned with the Holy Spirit calls to the Lord, 
God gives from heaven thunder and rain that 
waters the soul, so that he who once was in evil 
may stand in great awe of the Lord and his minis-
ter of goodness, manifested as venerable and 
august by the requests that are heard. And Elijah, 
who shut up heaven for the wicked for three and 
a half years, later opened it. This, too, is always 
accomplished for everyone who through prayer 

receives the rain of the soul, since the heavens 
were previously deprived of it because of his sin.
On Prayer 13.5.2

The Works of Samuel. Jerome: As a matter 
of fact, the works Moses did, Samuel did too. 
Moses resisted God and prevented him from de-
stroying his people when God said to him,  “Let 
me alone, that I may strike this people.”3 Just see 
the power of Moses! What does God say to him? 
Let me alone; you are compelling me, your 
prayers, as it were, restrain me; your prayers hold 
back my hand. I shoot an arrow; I hurl a javelin; 
and your prayers are the shield of the people. Let 
me alone that I might strike down this people. 
Along with this, consider the compassionate 
kindness of God. When he says,  “Let me alone,” 
he shows that if Moses will continue to impor-
tune him, he will not strike. If you, too, will not 
let me alone, I shall not strike; let me alone, and I 
shall strike. In other words, what does he say? Do 
not cease your persistent entreaty, and I shall not 
strike.

Let us see if Samuel persistently importuned 
God in this way. We read in the book of Kings 
[Samuel] that he prevented God from venting his 
wrath against the people, and although it was 
harvest time, the Lord sent rain, thunder and 
lightning. What does Scripture say in Samuel?  

1Jn 4:35-36.   2OSW 108.   3See Ex 32:10.
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“And there came hailstones and struck down the 
Philistines.”4 See how wise the fire, how wise the 
hail! Where Samuel is, the thunderbolts do not 
dare to strike, for they see the prophet of God, 
they see the Levite. Samuel’s hands were threat-
ening the thunderbolts. He was praying, and the 
lightning strokes were held back. Why have I said 

all this? Because Moses and Aaron and Samuel 
with different titles performed the same mighty 
deeds. Let us bless the Lord to whom be glory 
forever and ever. Homilies on the Psalms 26 
(Ps 98).5

1 2 : 1 9 - 2 5  C O V E N A N T  B L E S S I N G S

A N D  C U R S E S  R E C O U N T E D

20And Samuel said to the people, “Fear not; you have done all this evil, yet do not turn aside
from following the Lord, but serve the Lord with all your heart; 21and do not turn aside afteri

vain things which cannot profit or save, for they are vain. 22For the Lord will not cast away his
people, for his great name’s sake, because it has pleased the Lord to make you a people for himself.
23Moreover as for me, far be it from me that I should sin against the Lord by ceasing to pray for
you; and I will instruct you in the good and the right way.”

i Gk Syr Tg Vg: Heb because after

Overview: Samuel’s affection for his charges, 
demonstrated by his ceaseless prayer on their be-
half, shows that the one who loves Christ also 
loves his flock. Prayer brings great profit when it 
is coupled with action (Chrysostom). Regarding 
prayer, Samuel is revered because he interceded 
even for his enemies (Gregory the Great).

12:23 Samuel Promises to Continue His 
Ministry

Love for Christ’s Flock. Chrysostom: For 
he who loves Christ also loves his flock. . . . David 
in this way came to be king, having been seen 
first to be affectionately-minded toward them. So 
much indeed, though yet young, did he grieve for 
the people, as to risk his life for them, when he 
killed that barbarian.1 . . . And Samuel too was 

very affectionate; when it was that he said,  “But 
God forbid that I should sin in ceasing to pray to 
the Lord for you.” In like way Paul also, or rather 
not in like way but even in a far greater degree, 
burned toward all his subjects. Homilies on 
Romans 29.2

Prayer Profits with Action. Chrysostom: 
What did Samuel profit Saul? Did he not mourn 
for him even to his last day, and not merely pray 
for him only? What did he profit the Israelites? 
Did he not say,  “God forbid that I should sin in 
ceasing to pray for you”? Did they not all perish? 
Do prayers then, you say, profit nothing? They 
profit even greatly: but it is when we also do some-
thing. For prayers indeed cooperate and assist, but 

1Goliath.   2NPNF 1 11:545*.

4See Josh 10:11.   5FC 48:211-12*.
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a man cooperates with one that is operating and 
assists one that is himself also working. But if you 
remain idle, you will receive no great benefit. 
Homilies on 1 Thessalonians 1.3

Interceding for Enemies. Gregory the 
Great: Why is it that Moses and Samuel are pre-
ferred to all the other fathers in this matter of 
making requests if it is not that these two alone 
in the whole history of the Old Testament are 
said to have prayed earnestly even for their ene-

mies? One of them the people attacked with 
stones, and yet he prayed to his Lord for those 
who were stoning him.4 The other was deposed 
from his position of leadership, and yet when he 
was asked to make supplication he yielded, say-
ing,  “Far be it from me that I should sin against 
the Lord by ceasing to pray for you.” Forty Gos-
pel Homilies 27.5

1 3 : 1 - 1 4  S A U L  D I S O B E Y S  T H E

L O R D ’ S  C O M M A N D M E N T

5And the Philistines mustered to fight with Israel, thirty thousand chariots, and six thousand
horsemen, and troops like the sand on the seashore in multitude; they came up and encamped in
Michmash, to the east of Beth-aven. . . . 7Saul was still at Gilgal, and all the people followed him
trembling.

8He waited seven days, the time appointed by Samuel; but Samuel did not come to Gilgal, and
the people were scattering from him. 9So Saul said, “Bring the burnt offering here to me, and the
peace offerings.” And he offered the burnt offering. 10As soon as he had finished offering the burnt
offering, behold, Samuel came; and Saul went out to meet him and salute him. 11Samuel said,
“What have you done?” And Saul said, “When I saw that the people were scattering from me, and
that you did not come within the days appointed, and that the Philistines had mustered at Mich-
mash, 12I said, ‘Now the Philistines will come down upon me at Gilgal, and I have not entreated
the favor of the Lord’; so I forced myself, and offered the burnt offering.” 13And Samuel said to
Saul, “You have done foolishly; you have not kept the commandment of the Lord your God, which
he commanded you; for now the Lord would have established your kingdom over Israel for ever.
14But now your kingdom shall not continue; the Lord has sought out a man after his own heart;
and the Lord has appointed him to be prince over his people, because you have not kept what the
Lord commanded you.”

Overview: Reverence for superiors is taught as 
seen in Saul’s failure and subsequent dishonor for 
failing to wait for Samuel (Ignatius). This in-

stance in Saul’s life illustrates the prohibition and 
penalty of the meddling of duties, which have 
been prescribed by tradition (Apostolic Consti-

3NPNF 1 13:326*.   4Ex 17:4.   5CS 123:218.
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tutions

 

). This little step along the path toward 
the superstition of witchcraft was brought about 
by the devil’s subtle guidance (

 

Chrysostom

 

).
As Samuel’s presence was required to bring 

benefit from the offering, so the laity will not 
labor in vain if they are dependent upon the 
priest (

 

Apostolic Constitutions

 

).
Rather than conveying that Saul would have 

reigned forever if he had not sinned, God’s words 
declare his intention that Saul’s kingdom would 
symbolize an everlasting one (

 

Augustine

 

). The 
events of Saul’s and David’s lives find striking 
parallels in the life of Christ (

 

Aphrahat

 

). David’s 
description as a man after God’s own heart, as 
distinguished from Saul, sparks observations. 
Although characterized so favorably, David is 
cognizant of his own sinfulness (

 

Clement of 
Rome

 

). He warrants this description as one 
whose sin was not imputed to him due to his pen-
itence and holy humility (

 

Augustine

 

). His 
response to trials after the pattern of the Lord 
proves the reference to be true (

 

Hilary

 

). Re-
markably, David attains to New Testament values 
of clemency while in the old dispensation (

 

Chry-
sostom

 

). That an avowed Christian follows a 
teaching does not make it orthodox since any, 
even a person after God’s heart, can turn from 
right rule (

 

Tertullian

 

).

 

13:11-12 

 

Saul Explains Why He Offered the 
Sacrifice

 

Reverence for Superiors.

 

 Pseudo-Igna-
tius: 

 

Saul also was dishonored because he did 
not wait for Samuel the high priest. It behooves 
you, therefore, also to reverence your superiors.

 

 
Letter to the Magnesians 3.

 

1

 

Meddling of Duties.

 

 Apostolic Constitu-
tions: 

 

Now this we all in common do charge you, 
that every one remain in that rank which is 
appointed him, and do not transgress his proper 
bounds; for they are not ours but God’s. . . . And 
those things which are allotted for the high 
priests to do, those might not be meddled with by 

the priests; and what things were allotted to the 
priests, the Levites might not meddle with; but 
every one observed those ministrations which 
were written down and appointed for them. And 
if any would meddle beyond the tradition, death 
was his punishment. And Saul’s example does 
show this most plainly, who, thinking he might 
offer sacrifice without the prophet and high 
priest Samuel, drew upon himself a sin and a 
curse without remedy. Nor did even his having 
anointed him king discourage the prophet.

 

 Con-
stitutions of the Holy Apostles 8.5.46.

 

2

 

Little by Little.

 

 Chrysostom: 

 

And mark it, 
he [the devil] desired to bring Saul into [the] su-
perstition of witchcraft. But if he had counseled 
this at the beginning, the other would not have 
given heed; for how should he, who was even 
driving them out? Therefore gently and by little 
and little he leads him on to it. For when he had 
disobeyed Samuel and had caused the burnt of-
fering to be offered, when he was not present, be-
ing blamed for it, he says,  “The compulsion from 
the enemy was too great,” and when he ought to 
have bewailed, he felt as though he had done 
nothing.

Again God gave him the commands about the 
Amalekites, but he transgressed these too. Then 
he proceeded to his crimes about David, and thus 
slipping easily and little by little he did not stop, 
until he came to the very pit of destruction and 
cast himself in.

 

 Homilies on the Gospel of 
Matthew 86.3.

 

3

 

13:13-14 

 

Samuel States the Consequences of 
Disobedience

 

Laboring in Vain.

 

 Apostolic Constitu-
tions: 

 

As, therefore, it was not lawful for one of 
another tribe, that was not a Levite, to offer any-
thing or to approach the altar without the priest, 
so also do you do nothing without the bishop; for 
if any one does anything without the bishop, he 

 

1
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2
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does it to no purpose. For it will not be esteemed 
as of any avail to him. For as Saul, when he had 
offered without Samuel, was told,  “It will not 
avail for you,” so every person among the laity, 
doing anything without the priest, labors in vain.
Constitutions of the Holy Apostles 2.4.27.4

An Everlasting Kingdom. Augustine: In 
the same vein, take the words Samuel said to 
Saul. . . . These words are not to be taken to mean 
that God had intended for Saul himself to reign 
forever and subsequently had decided otherwise 
on account of Saul’s sins (for God knew Saul was 
going to sin). They mean merely that God had 
planned for him to have such a kingdom as would 
typify an everlasting kingdom. Hence the added 
precision:  “But your kingdom shall not continue.” 

The kingdom which Saul’s kingdom symbol-
ized has continued and will continue—but not 
for Saul; for neither was he personally destined to 
rule forever, nor was even his progeny after him 
(at least in the sense of his blood successors fol-
lowing one after another) to make good the 
pledge  “forever.” City of God 17.6.5

13:14 David, Man After God’s Heart

Comparing David with Jesus. Aphrahat: 
Also David was persecuted, as Jesus was perse-
cuted. David was anointed by Samuel to be king 
instead of Saul who had sinned; and Jesus was 
anointed by John to be high priest instead of the 
priests, the ministers of the law. David was perse-
cuted after his anointing; and Jesus was perse-
cuted after his anointing. David reigned first over 
one tribe only and afterwards over all Israel; and 
Jesus reigned from the beginning over the few 
who believed on him, and in the end he will reign 
over all the world. Samuel anointed David when 
he was thirty years old; and Jesus when about 
thirty years old received the imposition of the 
hand from John. David wedded two daughters of 
the king; and Jesus wedded two daughters of 
kings, the congregation of the people and the con-
gregation of the Gentiles. David repaid good to 

Saul his enemy; and Jesus taught,  “Pray for your 
enemies.”6 David was the heart of God; and Jesus 
was the Son of God. David received the kingdom 
of Saul his persecutor; and Jesus received the 
kingdom of Israel his persecutor. David wept 
with dirges over Saul his enemy when he died; 
and Jesus wept over Jerusalem,7 his persecutor, 
which was to be laid waste. David handed over 
the kingdom to Solomon and was gathered to his 
people; and Jesus handed over the keys to Simon8 
and ascended and returned to him who sent him. 
For David’s sake, sins were forgiven to his poster-
ity; and for Jesus’ sake sins are forgiven to the 
nations. Demonstration 21.13.9

No One Is Pure. Clement of Rome: What 
shall we say of the celebrated David, to whom 
God said,  “I have found a man after my own 
heart, David the son of Jesse, in eternal mercy I 
have anointed him.”10 But even he says to God,  
“Have mercy on me, O God, according to your 
great mercy, and according to the multitude of 
your tender mercies blot out my iniquity. Wash 
me yet more from my iniquity, and cleanse me 
from my sin; for I knew my iniquity, and my sin is 
always before me.”11 1 Clement 18.12

Sin and Humility. Augustine: You ask,  
“Why did the Lord, undoubtedly having fore-
knowledge of the future, say ‘I choose David 
according to my own heart,’ although this very 
man committed such serious sins?”13 As a matter 
of fact, if we understand this statement concern-
ing David himself, who was king of Israel after 
Saul had been condemned and slain, it was espe-
cially because God has foreknowledge of the 
future that he foresaw in him such great holiness 
and such true repentance, that he numbered him 
among those of whom he himself said,  “Blessed 
are they whose iniquities are forgiven and whose 

4ANF 7:410*.   5FC 24:41-42*.   6Lk 6:28.   7See Lk 19:41.   8Mt 16:19.   
9NPNF 2 13:397-98*.   10See Ps 89:20 (88:21 LXX); Acts 13:22.   11Ps 
51:1-3 (50:1-5 LXX).   12FC 1:24*.   13Cf. 1 Sam 16:7; 1 Kings 8:16; Acts 
13:23.
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sins are covered. Blessed is the one to whom the 
Lord has not imputed sin.”14 Therefore, since 
God foreknew that he would sin and would wash 
his sins away by holy humility, why should he not 
say,  “I have found David according to my own 
heart?” He was not going to impute sin to him 
who was doing so many good acts and living in 
such great holiness and by this same holiness 
offering the sacrifice of a contrite spirit for his 
sins. For all these reasons, it has very truthfully 
been said,  “I have found David according to my 
heart.” For, although the fact that he sinned was 
not according to God’s heart, the fact that he 
atoned for his sins with a fitting penitence was 
according to God’s heart. Only this, then, in him 
was not according to God’s heart, which God did 
not impute [David’s sins] to him. So, when this 
has been removed, that is, has not been imputed, 
what remains but that it be very truthfully said,  
“I have found David according to my own heart”?
Eight Questions of Dulcitius 5.15

After God’s Own Heart. Hilary of Poit-
iers: The doctrines of the gospel were well known 
to holy and blessed David in his capacity of 
prophet, and although it was under the law that he 
lived his bodily life, he yet filled, as far as in him 
lay, the requirements of the apostolic concern and 
justified the witness borne to him by God in the 
words: I have found a man after my own heart, 
David, the son of Jesse. He did not avenge himself 
upon his foes by war,16 he did not oppose force of 
arms to those that laid wait for him, but after the 
pattern of the Lord, whose name and whose meek-
ness alike he foreshadowed, when he was betrayed 
he entreated, when he was in danger he sang 
psalms, when he incurred hatred he rejoiced; and 
for this cause he was found a man after God’s own 
heart. Homilies on Psalm 53(54).1.17

An Exemplar of Clemency. Chrysostom: 
So whom should we cite in discoursing on clem-
ency? Who else than the one receiving testimony 
from on high and especially remarkable in this 
case?  “I found in David, son of Jesse,” Scripture 

says, remember,  “a man after my own heart.” 
Now, when God gives his opinion, there are no 
grounds left for opposition: that verdict is proof 
against corruption, God judging not from favor 
or from hatred but making his decision on the 
mere virtue of the soul. It is not for this reason 
alone, however, that we cite him, that he received 
the verdict from God, but also because he is one 
of those nourished in the old dispensation. You 
see, while there is nothing remarkable for anyone 
in the ages of grace to be found free of resent-
ment, forgiving enemies their sins and sparing 
abusers—that is, after the death of Christ, after 
such wonderful forgiveness of sins, after the 
directives redolent of sound values—in the old 
dispensation, by contrast, when the law permit-
ted an eye to be plucked out for an eye, a tooth for 
a tooth, and vengeance to be taken on the wrong-
doer in equal terms, who amongst the listeners is 
not struck by someone found to surpass the norm 
of the commandments and attain to New Testa-
ment values? Homilies on David and Saul 1.18

Enduring to the End. Tertullian: And is it 
surprising that a person previously of good 
repute should afterwards fall? Saul, though good 
beyond all others, was afterwards overthrown by 
jealousy. David, a good man after the Lord’s 
heart, was afterwards guilty of murder and adul-
tery. Solomon, whom the Lord had endowed with 
all grace and wisdom, was led by women into 
idolatry. To remain without sin was reserved for 
the Son of God alone. If then a bishop or deacon, 
a widow, a virgin or a teacher, or even a martyr, 
has lapsed from the Rule of Faith, must we con-
clude that heresy possesses the truth? Do we test 
the faith by persons or person by the faith? No 
one is wise, no one is faithful, no one worthy of 
honor unless he is a Christian, and no one is a 
Christian unless he perseveres to the end. Pre-
scriptions Against Heretics 3.19 

14Ps 32:1-2 (31:1-2 LXX).   15FC 16:463*.   16The qualities Hilary extols 
in David are those he exhibited in his encounters with Saul.   17NPNF 
2 9:243*.   18COTH 1:10-11.   19LCC 5:32.
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1 3 : 1 5 - 2 3  T H E  I S R A E L I T E S  A N D  P H I L I S T I N E S

P R E P A R E  F O R  B A T T L E

19Now there was no smith to be found throughout all the land of Israel; for the Philistines said,
“Lest the Hebrews make themselves swords or spears”; 20but every one of the Israelites went down
to the Philistines to sharpen his plowshare, his mattock, his axe, or his sickle;m 21and the charge
was a pim for the plowshares and for the mattocks, and a third of a shekel for sharpening the axes
and for setting the goads.n 22So on the day of the battle there was neither sword nor spear found in
the hand of any of the people with Saul and Jonathan; but Saul and Jonathan his son had them.
23And the garrison of the Philistines went out to the pass of Michmash.

m Gk: Heb plowshare n The Heb of this verse is obscure

Overview: Fear, which pervaded the Israelite 
army due to Saul’s disobedience, was com-
pounded by a shortage of iron weaponry, which 
was a product of the Philistines’ exclusive trade 
(Sulpicius Severus). This state of affairs symbol-
izes the enemy’s efforts to prevent the church 
from putting on the armor of God. Those who 
went to the Philistines’ smiths represent those 
who turn from God’s word to earthly teaching. 
The Israelites’ lack of arms represents those who, 
out of laziness, fail to prepare for spiritual battles 
(Bede).

13:19-21 The Philistines’ Exclusive 
Knowledge of Forging

Shortage of Courage and Weapons. Sul-
picius Severus: For, as a result of the king’s sin 
[Saul’s offering of the sacrifice], fear had per-
vaded the whole army. The camp of the enemy, 
which was lying at no great distance, showed 
them how real the danger was, and no one had 
the courage to think of going out to battle: most 
had absconded to the marshes. For besides the 
lack of courage on the part of those who felt that 
God was alienated from them on account of the 
king’s sin, the army was in the greatest need of 
iron weapons; so much so that nobody, except 
Saul and Jonathan his son, is said to have pos-

sessed either sword or spear. For the Philistines, 
as conquerors in the former wars, had deprived 
the Hebrews of the use of arms, and no one had 
had the power of forging any weapon of war or 
even making any implement for rural purposes.
Sacred History 1.33.1

A Smith of Spiritual Arms. Bede: The rea-
son for this is rather obvious. It clearly offers the 
enemy an opportunity to devastate the land, that 
is to say, to corrupt the virtues of the church, if 
there is no teacher and smithy of the spiritual 
arms which the apostle teaches we must employ 
against the fiery darts of the evil one. For the 
wicked tempters take care with all their might to 
keep us from putting on the armor of God so that 
the two-edged sword might not appear in our 
hands and exact vengeance upon them. Four 
Books on 1 Samuel 2.13.2

Turning from the Word of God. Bede:  
Today some also leave the heights of God’s Word 
to which they ought to have ascended and lis-
tened to. Instead they go down and hear worldly 
fables and doctrines of demons. Deprived of all 
spiritual knowledge, they meet to read logicians, 
teachers of rhetoric and the poets of the Gentiles 

1NPNF 2 11:86-87*.   2CCL 119:112. 
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to exercise their earthly talents, just as the 
unarmed men of Israel went to the smiths of the 
Philistines to sharpen their iron tools for use in 
the woods or fields. Four Books on 1 Samuel 
2.13.3

13:22-23 As the Philistines Approach

Spiritual Laziness. Bede: Although the day 
of battle against the hostile powers daily looms, 
many are content with their rustic life and few set 
forth properly armed for this battle with a suit-
able reading or hearing of the Scriptures. Thus 
our spiritual enemy, aided by our laziness, daily 
does to us what the physical enemy of Israel is 
described as having done at that time. . . .

Because Israel did not have arms, it abandoned 
the country to its enemies. We too grant our 

enemy an opportunity by our laziness in reading 
or consulting spiritual teachers, just as the Israel-
ites did by their neglect of making arms or seek-
ing Israelite smiths for them. Consequently, the 
enemy uses the opportunity to bring in their 
weapons of godlessness against the other virtues, 
just as the Philistines invaded the boundaries of 
the holy land. (The fact that Michmash was 
besieged refers to humility and subjugation.) But 
we must not summon the experience of human 
arts to repel the arms of this most foul enemy, but 
we must summon the exhortation of the heavenly 
teachers as the grace of the Holy Spirit aids us.
Four Books on 1 Samuel 2.13.4

1 4 : 1 - 2 3  J O N A T H A N  L E A D S  A  V I C T O R I O U S  R A I D

1One day Jonathan the son of Saul said to the young man who bore his armor, “Come, let us go
over to the Philistine garrison on yonder side.” But he did not tell his father. 2Saul was staying in
the outskirts of Gibe-ah under the pomegranate tree which is at Migron; the people who were with
him were about six hundred men, 3and Ahijah the son of Ahitub, Ichabod’s brother, son of Phine-
has, son of Eli, the priest of the Lord in Shiloh, wearing an ephod. And the people did not know
that Jonathan had gone. . . .

6And Jonathan said to the young man who bore his armor, “Come, let us go over to the garrison
of these uncircumcised; it may be that the Lord will work for us; for nothing can hinder the Lord
from saving by many or by few.” . . . 11So both of them showed themselves to the garrison of the
Philistines; and the Philistines said, “Look, Hebrews are coming out of the holes where they have
hid themselves.” 12And the men of the garrison hailed Jonathan and his armor-bearer, and said,
“Come up to us, and we will show you a thing.” And Jonathan said to his armor-bearer, “Come up
after me; for the Lord has given them into the hand of Israel.” 13Then Jonathan climbed up on his
hands and feet, and his armor-bearer after him. And they fell before Jonathan, and his armor-
bearer killed them after him; 14and that first slaughter, which Jonathan and his armor-bearer
made, was of about twenty men within as it were half a furrow’s length in an acrer of land. 15And

3CCL 119:112.   4CCL 119:112-13.
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there was a panic in the camp, in the field, and among all the people; the garrison and even the
raiders trembled; the earth quaked; and it became a very great panic. . . .

23So the Lord delivered Israel that day; and the battle passed beyond Beth-aven.

r Heb yoke

Overview: Jonathan urges his armor bearer to 
go with him into battle like an excellent teacher 
urges obedient disciples to conquer vices. With-
holding news of virtuous plans from the spiritu-
ally immature has many benefits. Saul’s tarrying 
in Gibeah represents both zeal for the Lord and 
imperfection as he lacks complete victory over 
vices (Bede). While others were cowering, 
Jonathan and his armor bearer boldly and suc-
cessfully attacked the Philistine outpost, sending 
their army into confusion (Sulpicius Severus).

14:1 The Philistine Garrison

Encouraging Victory over Vices. Bede: 
Jonathan’s name means  “gift of the dove.” His 
armor bearer refers to the teachers endowed with 
the grace of the Spirit, the disciples who obedi-
ently carry arms not made of flesh but arms made 
mighty for God. Their youth is renewed like that 
of an eagle. A certain day to begin their battle 
represents the sudden inspiration of supernal 
light against the trials of the enemy. On a certain 
day Jonathan urges his armor bearer to join him 
in crossing over to the Philistines and their garri-
son, since every perfect teacher, suddenly 
regarded by heavenly grace, urges the hearts of 
his pious hearers to conquer the onslaughts of 
vices. Four Books on 1 Samuel 2.14.1

Dealing with the Spiritually Immature. 
Bede: When Jonathan was about to go to the 
camp of the Philistines, he kept his plan hidden 
from his father and the rest of the people. Just as 
it is always most appropriate to avail oneself of 
the counsel of spiritual people, so it is also use-
ful to keep hidden from carnal individuals great 
and virtuous undertakings, when planning or 
beginning them. We do this so that their fear 

might not break us and scare us while the desire 
of our mind is still tender; we also do this so 
that they themselves might not begin to do the 
very same things in emulation of us when they 
are not yet up to the task; and we also do this so 
that their imperfect praise might not degrade 
the integrity of our spiritual undertaking. For 
the following words relate that Saul at this junc-
ture and the people who were with him had not 
yet attained spiritual maturity. Four Books on 1 
Samuel 2.14.2

14:2 Saul Near Gibeah

Tarrying in Gibeah. Bede: For a person of 
virtue comes to the conclusion that he tarried in 
Gibeah, that is, on the hill, that he tarried under 
the pomegranate tree and that he had six hundred 
companions. As we already noted before, the hill 
portrays the height of the virtues, the shade of 
the pomegranate tree the protection of the cross 
of our Lord, the number of the six hundred sol-
diers those made complete in hope and work. But 
the fact that he sat at the outskirts of the hill and 
that the tree by whose shade he was protected 
was located in Migron, that is, in the throat, are 
signs of a less than perfect mind. That is to say, 
his mind had not yet scaled the walls of virtues, 
although he much desired them. His mind con-
fessed with his mouth the mystery of the Lord’s 
passion, but he was not yet strong enough to imi-
tate it. But if we follow the ancient translators 
and read Megiddo (“Tempter”) instead of 
Migron, we still come to the same meaning. 
There are those who are endowed with the right 
faith and ablaze with the desires of just works but 
who do not cease to undergo harsh struggles 
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against vices that tempt them. Four Books on 
1 Samuel 2.14.3

14:11-14 Attacking a Philistine Outpost

Jonathan’s Daring Exploit. Sulpicius 
Severus: In these circumstances [with few weap-
ons and Saul’s fearful army], Jonathan, with an 
audacious design and with his armor bearer as his 
only companion, entered the camp of the enemy, 
and having slain about twenty of them, [he] 

spread a terror throughout the whole army. And 
then, through the appointment of God, taking 
themselves to flight, they neither carried out 
orders nor kept their ranks but placed all the 
hope of safety in flight. Saul, perceiving this, 
hastily drew forth his men, and pursuing the 
fugitives, obtained a victory. Sacred History 
1.33.4

1 4 : 2 4 - 3 0  J O N A T H A N  B R E A K S  S A U L ’ S  O A T H

24And the men of Israel were distressed that day; for Saul laid an oath on the people, saying,
“Cursed be the man who eats food until it is evening and I am avenged on my enemies.” So none of
the people tasted food. 25And all the peopleu came into the forest; and there was honey on the
ground. 26And when the people entered the forest, behold, the honey was dropping, but no man put
his hand to his mouth; for the people feared the oath. 27But Jonathan had not heard his father
charge the people with the oath; so he put forth the tip of the staff that was in his hand, and dipped
it in the honeycomb, and put his hand to his mouth; and his eyes became bright. 28Then one of the
people said, “Your father strictly charged the people with an oath, saying ‘Cursed be the man who
eats food this day.’ ” And the people were faint. 29Then Jonathan said,  “My father has troubled the
land; see how my eyes have become bright, because I tasted a little of this honey. 30How much bet-
ter if the people had eaten freely today of the spoil of their enemies which they found; for now the
slaughter among the Philistines has not been great.”

u Heb land

Overview: The seriousness of proclaiming a sol-
emn fast to the Lord is illustrated. Although vic-
torious and ignorant of the proclamation, its 
binding nature is seen in Jonathan’s conviction by 
lot and near execution ( Jerome, Tertullian).

14:24-26 Saul Proclaims a Fast1

A Binding Oath. Jerome: Saul, as it is written 

in the first book of Kings [Samuel], pronounced a 
curse on him who ate bread before the evening, 
and until he had avenged himself upon his ene-
mies. So none of his troops tasted any food while 
all the people of the land ate. And so binding was 
a solemn fast once it was proclaimed to the Lord, 
that Jonathan, to whom the victory was due, was 

3CCL 119:113-14.    4NPNF 2 11:87*. 
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taken by lot and could not escape the charge of 
sinning in ignorance, and his father’s hand was 
raised against him, and the prayers of the people 
barely saved him.  Against Jovinianus 2.15.2

Convicted of Gluttony. Tertullian: At all 
events, Saul himself, when engaged in battle, 
clearly enjoined this duty:  “Cursed (be) the man 
who shall have eaten bread until evening, until I 
am avenged against my enemy”; and his whole 
company did not taste (food), and (yet) the whole 
earth was breakfasting!3 So solemn a sanction, 

moreover, did God confer on the edict which 
enjoined that station, that Jonathan the son of 
Saul, although it had been in ignorance of the fast 
having been appointed till a late hour that he had 
allowed himself a taste of honey, was both pres-
ently convicted, by lot . . . and with difficulty was 
exempted from punishment through the prayer of 
the people: for he had been convicted of gluttony, 
although of a simple kind. On Fasting 10.4

1 4 : 3 1 - 4 2  T H E  L O T  R E V E A L S  J O N A T H A N ’ S  G U I L T

31They struck down the Philistines that day from Michmash to Aijalon. And the people were very
faint; 32the people flew upon the spoil, and took sheep and oxen and calves, and slew them on the
ground; and the people ate them with the blood. 33Then they told Saul, “Behold, the people are sinning
against the Lord, by eating with the blood.” And he said, “You have dealt treacherously; roll a great
stone to me here.”  34And Saul said, “Disperse yourselves among the people, and say to them, ‘Let every
man bring his ox or his sheep, and slay them here, and eat; and do not sin against the Lord by eating
with the blood.’ ” So every one of the people brought his ox with him that night, and slew them there.
35And Saul built an altar to the Lord; it was the first altar that he built to the Lord.

v Gk: Heb this day

Overview: The peoples’ seizing and eating of 
the spoils of war represents the thoughts and ac-
tions of the arrogant who exult in carnal plea-
sures (Gregory the Great). The Israelites’ 
eating of bloody meat typifies lazy teachers who 
fail to draw catechists away from earthly and 
fleshly allurements (Bede).

14:31-32 The People Eat Animals with the 
Blood

The Ways of the Proud. Gregory the 

Great: It is also the custom of the arrogant to not 
let their self-esteem keep quiet whenever the 
tongues of others grow silent in praising them. 
Indeed, while all the others keep quiet, the arro-
gant shouts aloud, for in his heart he carries 
around one who broadcasts his great worth. 
Therefore, the following words are readily applied 
to such people:  “And the people turned to the 
spoils and brought sheep, cows and calves. They 
slaughtered them on the ground, and the people 
ate them with their blood.” If anyone cultivates 
many reasons for his innocence and boasts about 

2NPNF 2 6:399*.   3The LXX adds to verse twenty-four that  “all the 
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them, he takes sheep. When someone thinks about 
his labors of preaching and collects in his memory 
whatever has been useful as he spoke to others or 
cultivated the earth, he takes cattle as booty. When 
he is elated from the fact that the impulses of wan-
tonness upon the mind have been restrained and 
reduced, he takes calves. For there are two com-
mandments that bring great praise to the just: the 
splendor of chastity and the light of good works. 
When an arrogant individual is exalted in his own 
estimation, he is said to have stolen sheep and 
calves. Sheep refer to the innocence of good works, 
calves to the mortification of bodily passion. 
Clearly, he added cattle to these, for he is not per-
fectly exalted if he thinks that he is in any way 
weak or powerless. He had already been great in 
his own opinion as far as he estimated his chastity 
and good works, but he raised himself in the arro-
gance of even fuller exaltation when he thought 
himself perfect in the labor of preaching.

But afterwards he wrote about the end to 
which all these things lead:  “And they slaugh-
tered them on the ground.” To slaughter sheep, 
cows and calves on the ground is to exult with 
carnal joy and a conscience bereft of virtues. Thus 
God spoke about the proud and arrogant in the 
book of Hosea:  “He turned away their sacrificial 
offerings into the deep.”1 Indeed, they plunge 
their victims into the deep when they do not raise 
up the heavenly offerings of virtues to the heav-
ens in gratitude, but they yield their sacrifices to 
the earth through their quest for vain praise. 
Therefore, these words are well applied to them:  
“The people ate the sacrifices with their blood.” 
The food of the mind is its own internal joy. 
What, then, does eating with blood signify except 
to refuse to remove by any means striving for vain 
praise from the internal appetite of the mind? The 
blood is removed when the mind removes the 
striving for vanity from the joy of a good work. 
For the mind of a godly sort knows to rejoice in a 
good work, since he rejoices to draw near to the 
heavenly beings through his good works, but he 
avoids letting those works be seen at the time as 
he carries out those works. Then to eat with 

blood is to take the joy of a good work and mix it 
with a longing for vanity. Clearly, when praise is 
offered by others, then it is sincere food even for 
the arrogant. But when no one else praises them, 
the conscience of the haughty swells up, it vio-
lently snatches as loot the praise nobody else vol-
untarily offers. Six Books on 1 Kings 5.143-144.2

Lazy Teachers. Bede: When it is said that the 
people ate the animals with their blood, one 
ought not the think that they ate the meat 
bloody and raw. After all, it is not human nature 
but the nature of wild animals to do that. 
Rather, once the herds had been killed, they 
began cooking or roasting the meat before it had 
been properly drained, and so they ate meat not 
yet fully purged of blood. This practice, however, 
refers to lazy teachers who, just as we see today, 
are wearied by the time-consuming task of cate-
chizing, offer to God through their teaching a 
number of people whom they have delivered by 
their preaching from demonic errors and pagan 
rituals. They attempt to imitate him to whom it 
was said, when animals of every sort were low-
ered from the heavens,  “Kill and eat.”3 But just 
as the Israelites slaughtered animals on the 
ground and ate them with the blood, so these 
teachers do not draw them from earthly senses 
and the allurements of flesh and blood. Perhaps 
they are less than perfect teachers; perhaps they 
see virtue less than perfectly. They hasten to 
incorporate into the members of the church peo-
ple who are still accustomed to vice and not yet 
well grounded in performing virtues. They do 
this contrary to the example of the first pastor of 
the church who, seated in the upper room, that 
is, at the highest pinnacle of his living and teach-
ing, was ordered to kill and eat offerings purified 
by God. And one should note how less than per-
fect and weak is the perfection of the human 
mind. Jonathan achieved so many and so great 
works and was the instigator of such a great vic-
tory, but in ignorance [he] committed a fault by 
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letting his stomach steal food. After all the peo-
ple had with due deliberation observed the time 
of fasting and after they had overcome their ene-
mies in one day, the Israelites themselves were 
overcome in turn by gluttony. But because the 
temptation of the stomach is manifold, it enticed 
Jonathan, who ate before he should have, and it 

persuaded the Israelites to eat what is not appro-
priate, although it was an appropriate time. 
Four Books on 1 Samuel 2.14.4

1 4 : 4 3 - 5 2  J O N A T H A N ’ S  L I F E  I S  S P A R E D

43Then Saul said to Jonathan, “Tell me what you have done.” And Jonathan told him, “I tasted
a little honey with the tip of the staff that was in my hand; here I am, I will die.” 44And Saul said,
“God do so to me and more also; you shall surely die, Jonathan.” 45Then the people said to Saul,
“Shall Jonathan die, who has wrought this great victory in Israel? Far from it! As the Lord lives,
there shall not one hair of his head fall to the ground; for he has wrought with God this day.” So
the people ransomed Jonathan, that he did not die. 

Overview: Exposed by the lot, Jonathan’s con-
fession is met with the intercession and prayers of 
the people, which deliver him from death ( Je-
rome), which he deserved through succumbing to 
unbounded desire (Gregory the Great). As Saul 
overcame his enemies through abstinence, so 
Christians must avoid the honey of the pleasures 
and vices of the world (Maximus of Turin).

14:43-45 Jonathan’s Confession and 
Consequences

Delivered Through Intercession. Jerome: 
Jonathan tasted of a honeycomb on a rod, and his 
eyes were enlightened, and his life was in danger 
because he acted through ignorance. For Scripture 
testifies to the fact that he did not know that his 
father had given strict orders that no one was to 
taste any food until the victory of the Lord was 
accomplished. However, the Lord was so angered 
that the lot disclosed him hiding, and he con-

fessed openly, saying,  “I did but taste a little 
honey with the end of the rod, which was in my 
hand, and behold I must die.” And he was subse-
quently delivered through the intercession and 
prayers of the people, who said to Saul,  “Shall 
Jonathan die, who has wrought this great salva-
tion in Israel? This must not be. As the Lord lives, 
not one hair of his head shall fall to the ground, 
for he has wrought with God this day. And the 
people delivered Jonathan, and he did not die.” 
Defense Against the Pelagians 1.38.1

Five Ways of Gluttony. Gregory the 
Great: It should also be known that the vice of 
gluttony tempts us in five ways. For it sometimes 
anticipates the seasons of want, but sometimes 
[it] does not anticipate them but seeks for dain-
tier food. Sometimes it looks for those things, 
which must be taken, to be prepared more care-

1FC 53:288-89*.   
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fully; but sometimes it agrees with both the qual-
ity of, and the season for, its food, but exceeds, in 
the quantity of what is to be taken, the measure 
of moderate refreshment. But sometimes that 
which it longs for is even of a baser kind, and 
yet it sins more fatally through the heat of un-
bounded desire. For Jonathan deserved in truth 
the sentence of death from the mouth of his 
father, because in taking honey he anticipated the 
time which had been fixed for eating. Morals 
on the Book of Job 30.18.2

Victory Through Abstinence. Maximus 
of Turin: It is no light sin, as I have said, to vio-
late the appointed fast. In order to demonstrate 
this briefly by examples, we read in the book of 
Kings [Samuel] that when Saul the king of Israel 
was waging war against the foreigners he pro-
claimed a fast for his entire army, and when all 
were abstaining he began to fight against the 
opposing forces. This is obviously a good king, 
who overcame his enemies not so much by arms 
as by devotion and who fought more by piety 
than with spears. When, therefore, Saul had pro-
claimed a day’s abstinence for all his men and his 
son Jonathan, unaware of the command, had 
tasted some honeycomb into which the tip of his 
staff had been dipped as the victorious army was 
proceeding into the midst of the enemy, suddenly 
such indignation was aroused that the victory 
was delayed and the Divinity offended. And nei-
ther was an end put to the war nor a prophetic 
response given to the king. From this we under-
stand that Saul used to overcome his enemies not 

so much by the might of his soldiers as by the 
abstinence of his soldiers. And so by the sin of 
one person guilt is laid upon all, and by the crime 
of one person weakness is produced in all, for the 
army’s strength failed when the observance of the 
fast failed. But since Saul recognized the sin from 
the fact that the Divinity had been offended, he 
immediately said that Jonathan should not be 
pardoned but that the sin which he admitted 
should be atoned for by the shedding of his 
blood. See how religious was the behavior of Saul 
the king, who desired to pacify the offended Lord 
even by the slaying of his kin! And see what guilt 
attaches to the broken fast, which is only pun-
ished by the shedding of blood! And if the unwit-
ting Jonathan is delivered over to death because 
he broke the fast proclaimed by his father, what 
would a person deserve who knowingly broke the 
fast proclaimed by Christ? Therefore, brothers, 
let us most carefully observe the fast that has 
been decreed for us so that we may overcome our 
spiritual and fleshly enemies. For we have, as you 
know, fleshly enemies as well. Let us fast, then, so 
that our army, like Saul’s, might overcome and 
seize them, and let us not having determined to 
abstain, turn away for a honeycomb. For a honey-
comb is, so to speak, the pleasure and vices of the 
world, which, as it is written, are sweet in the 
throat for a time, to be sure, but in the end are 
more bitter than gall. Sermon 69.4.3

2LF 31:405.   3ACW 50:170-71*.
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1 5 : 1 - 9  S A U L ’ S  D I S O B E D I E N C E

I N  T H E  D E F E A T  O F  A M A L E K

7And Saul defeated the Amalekites, from Havilah as far as Shur, which is east of Egypt. 8And
he took Agag the king of the Amalekites alive, and utterly destroyed all the people with the edge of
the sword. 9But Saul and the people spared Agag, and the best of the sheep and of the oxen and of
the fatlings, and the lambs, and all that was good, and would not utterly destroy them; all that was
despised and worthless they utterly destroyed.

Overview: Failure to dispense punishment, 
which is a sacred charge of the magisterial office, 
has a contaminating effect on those governed 
(Apostolic Constitutions).

15:8-9 Saul Spared Agag and the Best of the 
Livestock1

Do Not Spare Those Who Deserve Pun-
ishment. Apostlic Constitutions: But he 
who does not consider these things, will, contrary 
to justice, spare him who deserves punishment; 
as Saul spared Agag, and Eli2 his sons,  “who 
knew not the Lord.” Such a one profanes his own 
dignity and that church of God which is in his 
parish. Such a one is esteemed unjust before God 

and holy men, as affording occasion of scandal to 
many of the newly baptized and to the catechu-
mens; as also to the youth of both sexes, to whom 
a woe belongs, add  “a millstone about his neck,”3 
and drowning, on account of his guilt. For, 
observing what a person their governor is, 
through his wickedness and neglect of justice 
they will grow skeptical, and, indulging the same 
disease, will be compelled to perish with him; as 
was the case of the people joining with Jeroboam,4 
and those which were in the conspiracy with 
Korah.5 Constitutions of the Holy Apos-
tles 2.10.6

1 5 : 1 0 - 1 6  S A M U E L  C O N F R O N T S  S A U L

10The word of the Lord came to Samuel: 11“I repent that I have made Saul king; for he has
turned back from following me, and has not performed my commandments.” And Samuel was
angry; and he cried to the Lord all night. 

Overview: God’s revulsion over making Saul 
king demonstrates that promises should not be 
clung to stubbornly and that God deals with indi-

viduals on the basis of their actions in the 
present, not the future (Cassian). Rather than 
signifying wrongdoing, God’s  “repentance,” 

1See also Augustine’s comment for 1 Samuel 28:3.   21 Sam 2.   3Mt 
18:6-7.   41 Kings 12.   5Num 16.   6ANF 7:399*.
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which must not be taken literally (Augustine) 
serves to further incriminate and condemn Saul 
(Tertullian).

15:11 I Repent That I Have Made Saul King1

Promises to Be Tempered by Reason. John 
Cassian: These texts declare that we should not 
cling stubbornly to our promises, but that they 
should be tempered by reason and judgment, that 
what is better should always be chosen and pre-
ferred and that we should pass over without any 
hesitation to whatever is proven to be more bene-
ficial. This invaluable judgment also teaches us 
above all that, although each person’s end may be 
known to God before he was born, he so disposes 
everything with order and reason and, so to say, 
human feelings, that he determines all things not 
by his power or in accordance with his ineffable 
foreknowledge but, based upon the deeds of 
human beings at the time, either rejects them or 
draws them or daily pours out grace upon them 
or turns them away.

The choosing of Saul also demonstrates that 
this is so. Although, indeed, the foreknowledge of 
God could not be ignorant of his miserable end, 
he chose him from among many thousands of 
Israelites and anointed him king. In doing this he 
rewarded him for his deserving life at the time 
and did not take into consideration the sin of his 
future transgression. And so after he became rep-
robate, God as it were repented of his choice and 
complained of him with, so to speak, human 
words and feelings, saying,  “I repent that I set up 
Saul as king, because he has forsaken me and not 
carried out my words.” And again:  “Samuel 
grieved over Saul, because the Lord repented that 
he had set up Saul as king over Israel.”2 Confer-
ence 17.25.14-15.3

God’s Confession Incriminates Saul. 
Tertullian: Furthermore, with respect to the 
repentance which occurs in his conduct you inter-
pret it with similar perverseness just as if it were 
with fickleness and improvidence that he 

repented, or on the recollection of some wrong-
doing; because he actually said,  “I repent that I 
have set up Saul to be king,” very much as if he 
meant that his repentance savored of an acknowl-
edgment of some evil work or error. Well, this is 
not always implied. For there occurs even in good 
works a confession of repentance, as a reproach 
and condemnation of the man who has proved 
himself unthankful for a benefit. For instance, in 
this one case of Saul, the Creator, who had made 
no mistake in selecting him for the kingdom and 
endowing him with his Holy Spirit, makes a 
statement respecting the goodness of his person, 
how that he had most fitly chosen him as being at 
that moment the choicest man, so that (as he 
says) there was not one like him among the chil-
dren of Israel. Neither was he ignorant how he 
would afterwards turn out. For no one would 
bear you out in imputing lack of foresight to that 
God whom, since you do not deny him to be 
divine, you allow to be also foreseeing; for this 
proper attribute of divinity exists in him. How-
ever, he did, as I have said, burden the guilt of 
Saul with the confession of his own repentance; 
but as there is an absence of all error and wrong 
in his choice of Saul, it follows that this repen-
tance is to be understood as upbraiding another 
rather than as self-incriminating.  Against 
Marcion 2.24.4

Analogical Language. Augustine: Again, 
there are some things which are praiseworthy in 
people but cannot be present in God, such as 
shame, which is a prominent trapping of the state 
of sin, as is the fear of God. For not only in the 
Old Testament books is it praised, but the apostle 
also says,  “perfecting holiness in the fear of 
God,”5 none of which is to be found in God. 
Therefore, just as certain praiseworthy human 
qualities are not rightly predicated of God, so 
also are certain contemptible human qualities 
properly said to be in God, not as they are found 

1See also comment for 1 Samuel 15:35.   21 Sam 15:35.   3ACW 
57:608-9*.   4ANF 3:315*.   52 Cor 7:1.
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in people but only in a very different manner and 
for different reasons. For shortly after the Lord 
had said to Samuel,  “I repent that I have made 
Saul king,” Samuel himself said of God to Saul:  
“He is not like a man, that he should repent.”6 
This clearly demonstrates that even though God 
said  “I repent,” it is not to be taken according to 

the human sense, as we have already argued at 
length. On Various Questions to Simplician 
2.2.5.7

1 5 : 1 7 - 2 3  T H E  L O R D  R E J E C T S  S A U L  A S  K I N G

17And Samuel said, “Though you are little in your own eyes, are you not the head of the tribes of
Israel? The Lord anointed you king over Israel. 18And the Lord sent you on a mission, and said,
‘Go, utterly destroy the sinners, the Amalekites, and fight against them until they are consumed.’
19Why then did you not obey the voice of the Lord? Why did you swoop on the spoil, and do what
was evil in the sight of the Lord?” 20And Saul said to Samuel, “I have obeyed the voice of the
Lord, I have gone on the mission on which the Lord sent me, I have brought Agag the king of
Amalek, and I have utterly destroyed the Amalekites. 21But the people took of the spoil, sheep and
oxen, the best of the things devoted to destruction, to sacrifice to the Lord your God in Gilgal.”
22And Samuel said,

“Has the Lord as great delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices,
as in obeying the voice of the Lord?

Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice,
and to hearken than the fat of rams.

23For rebellion is as the sin of divination,
and stubbornness is as iniquity and idolatry.

Because you have rejected the word of the Lord,
he has also rejected you from being king.”

Overview: Saul exemplifies how power cor-
rupts: humility is commonly replaced with pride 
when one receives an affluence of subordinates 
(Gregory the Great). Answering an accusation 
of wrongdoing by citing instances of good con-
duct, instead of refuting the charge or confessing, 
plainly shows wrongdoing and the awareness of 
guilt (Athanasius). Lack of discretion twisted 

Saul’s thinking so that he believed his offering, 
which was an act of disobedience, would be re-
warded (Cassian). The law is fulfilled not by 
burnt offerings but through obedience and offer-
ing words of praise (Athanasius). In no need of 
offerings, God enjoined observances in the law on 
account of the people in order to occasion their 
obedience (Irenaeus). The payment due those 

61 Sam 15:29.   7CCL 44:80-81.
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who offer counsel by which sin may be corrected 
is fervency in reading, hearing and obeying the 
word of God (Origen). Taking refuge in excuses, 
rather than humbly confessing one’s guilt, is the 
greatest of faults (Cassiodorus).

15:17 The Lord Anointed You King over 
Israel

Power and Pride. Gregory the Great: 
Thus Saul, after merit of humility, became swol-
len with pride, when in the height of power: for 
his humility he was preferred, for his pride 
rejected; as the Lord attests, who says,  “When 
you were little in your own sight, did I not make 
you the head of the tribes of Israel?” He had 
before seen himself little in his own eyes, but, 
when propped up by temporal power, he no 
longer saw himself little. For, preferring himself 
in comparison with others because he had more 
power than all, he esteemed himself great above 
all. Yet in a wonderful way, when he was little 
with himself, he was great with God; but, when 
he appeared great with himself, he was little with 
God. Thus commonly, while the mind is inflated 
from an affluence of subordinates, it becomes cor-
rupted to a flux of pride, the very summit of 
power being pander to desire. Pastoral Care 
2.6.1

15:19-21 Saul Defends His and the People’s 
Actions

Unmitigated Disobedience.  Athanasius: 
And when Saul was charged with negligence and 
a breach of the law, he did not benefit his cause by 
alleging his conduct on other matters. For a 
defense on one count will not operate to obtain 
an acquittal on another count. But if all things 
should be done according to law and justice, one 
must defend himself in those particulars wherein 
he is accused and must either disprove the past or 
else confess it with the promise that he will desist 
and do so no more. But if he is guilty of the crime 
and will not confess, but in order to conceal the 

truth speaks on other points instead of the one in 
question, he shows plainly that he has acted 
amiss and is conscious of his delinquency. Let-
ter to the Bishops of Egypt 1.11.2

The Eye of Discretion. John Cassian: 
Finally, because he never had this eye of discre-
tion, he who by God’s judgment first deserved to 
rule over the people of Israel was cast out of his 
kingdom like something dark out of a healthy 
body. Having been deceived by the darkness and 
error of this light, he decided that his own sacri-
fices were more acceptable to God than obedience 
to Samuel’s command, and in the very act by 
which he had hoped that he would propitiate the 
divine majesty he committed sin instead. Con-
ference 2.3.1.3

15:22 To Obey Is Better Than Sacrifice

The Fulfillment of the Law. Athanasius: 
Samuel, that great man, no less clearly reproved 
Saul, saying,  “Is not the word better than a gift?” 
For hereby one fulfills the law and pleases God, 
as he says,  “The sacrifice of praise shall glorify 
me.”4 Let one  “learn what this means, I will have 
mercy, and not sacrifice,”5 and I will not condemn 
the adversaries. Festal Letter 19.5.6

On Sacrifice and Obedience. Irenaeus: 
Moreover, the prophets indicate in the fullest 
manner that God did not stand in need of their 
slavish obedience but that it was on their own 
account that he enjoined certain observances in 
the law. And again, that God did not need their 
oblation but [merely demanded it], on account of 
the one who offers it, the Lord taught distinctly, 
as I have pointed out. For when he perceived that 
they were neglecting righteousness, and abstain-
ing from the love of God, and imagining that God 
was to be propitiated by sacrifices and the other 
typical observances, Samuel spoke thus to them:  

1NPNF 2 12:15*.   2NPNF 2 4:228*.   3ACW 57:86.   4Ps 50:23 
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“God does not desire whole burnt offerings and 
sacrifices, but that his voice is obeyed. Behold, a 
ready obedience is better than sacrifice, and to 
heed than the fat of rams.” Against Heresies 
4.17.1.7

The Cost of Correction. Origen: There-
fore, when different prophets or different apostles 
should give to those who sin the counsel by which 
they can correct or amend the sin, they rightly will 
seem to have sold rams to them for sacrifice. But 
how much do they charge the buyers? It is, I think, 
the cost of reading zealously, of hearing with vigi-
lance the word of God, and above all, I think, the 
most diligent obedience, about which the Lord 
says,  “I prefer obedience to sacrifice; and hearing 
what I say rather than whole burnt offerings.” 
Homilies on Leviticus 4.5.6.8

15:23 Rebellion Is Like the Sin of Divination

Taking Refuge in Excuses. Cassiodorus:
This is the greatest fault under which humanity 
labors, that after sinning they take refuge in 
excuses rather than prostrate themselves with 
repentant confession. Clearly such wickedness is 
to be reckoned amongst the worst sins, for its 
true source also seems to occasion slower 
progress by the sinner towards repentance. As 
the first book of Kings [Samuel] has it:  “It is like 
the sin of witchcraft to rebel, and like the crime of 
idolatry to refuse to obey.” Exposition of the 
Psalms 140.4.9

1 5 : 2 4 - 3 3  S A U L  C O N F E S S E S  H I S  S I N

24And Saul said to Samuel, “I have sinned; for I have transgressed the commandment of the
Lord and your words, because I feared the people and obeyed their voice. 25Now therefore, I pray,
pardon my sin, and return with me, that I may worship the Lord.” 26And Samuel said to Saul, “I
will not return with you; for you have rejected the word of the Lord, and the Lord has rejected
you from being king over Israel.” 27As Samuel turned to go away, Saul laid hold upon the skirt of
his robe, and it tore. 28And Samuel said to him, “The Lord has torn the kingdom of Israel from
you this day, and has given it to a neighbor of yours, who is better than you. 29And also the Glory
of Israel will not lie or repent; for he is not a man, that he should repent.”

Overview: That God discerned a difference in 
the hearts of Saul and David teaches that this is 
where the kingdom of heaven resides: hearts, 
rather than words, exhibit faith (Augustine). Al-
though the law of obedience helps overcome the 
fear of office, which trusts that God rewards 
faithfulness through sanctification, there is no 
such relief from the danger of disobedience 

(Gregory of Nazianzus).
Saul’s consequence for tearing Samuel’s cloak 

illustrates that the church is to be governed not 
by political leaders but by spiritual ones ( John of 
Damascus). Saul’s rejection, which applied to his 
posterity since he reigned as long as David did, 
signified that the Christ would not come from his 
lineage. Following a translation of the Greek, it is 
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understood that this figuratively represents the 
tearing of the kingdom  “from” Israel in the New 
Testament with Christ’s advent (Augustine).

15:24 I Have Sinned

A Difference in the Heart. Augustine:
Saul, too, when he was reproved by Samuel, said,  
“I have sinned.” Why, then, was he not consid-
ered fit to be told, as David was, that the Lord 
had pardoned his sin? Is there favoritism with 
God? Far from it. While to the human ear the 
words were the same, the divine eye saw a differ-
ence in the heart. The lesson for us to learn from 
these things is that the kingdom of heaven is 
within us1 and that we must worship God from 
our inmost feelings, that out of the abundance of 
the heart the mouth may speak, instead of honor-
ing him with our lips, like the people of old, while 
our hearts are far from him. We may learn also to 
judge people, whose hearts we cannot see, only as 
God judges, who sees what we cannot, and who 
cannot be biased or misled. Against Faustus, a 
Manichaean 22.67.2

15:26 The Lord Has Rejected You

The Danger of Disobedience. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: Moreover, to distinguish still more 
clearly between them, we have, against the fear of 
office, a possible help in the law of obedience, 
inasmuch as God in his goodness rewards our 
faith, and makes a perfect ruler of the one who 
has confidence in him, and places all his hopes in 
him; but against the danger of disobedience I 
know of nothing which can help us, and of no 
ground to encourage our confidence. For we 
should fear that we will have to hear these words 
concerning those who have been entrusted to us: 
“I will require their souls at your hands”; and,  
“Because you have rejected me, and [have] not 
been leaders and rulers of my people, I also will 
reject you, that I should not be king over you”; 
and,  “As you refused to listen to my voice, and 
turned a stubborn back, and were disobedient, so 

shall it be when you call upon me, and I will not 
regard nor hear your prayer.”3 In Defense of 
His Flight to Pontus, Oration 2.113.4

15:27-28 Saul Tears Samuel’s Robe as He 
Departs

The Government of the Church. John of 
Damascus: Political prosperity is the business of 
emperors; the condition of the church is the con-
cern of shepherds and teachers. Any other 
method is piracy, brothers. Saul tore Samuel’s 
cloak, and what was the consequence? God tore 
the kingdom away from him and gave it to David 
the meek. . . . We will obey you, O emperor, in 
those matters which pertain to our daily lives: 
payments, taxes, tributes; these are your due, and 
we will give them to you. But as far as the govern-
ment of the church is concerned, we have our pas-
tors, and they have preached the word to us; we 
have those who interpret the ordinances of the 
church. On Divine Images 2.12.5

The Rejection of Saul’s Posterity. 
Augustine: Again Saul sinned by disobedience, 
and again Samuel addressed to him the Lord’s 
word:  “Inasmuch, therefore, as you have rejected 
the word of the Lord, the Lord has also rejected 
you as king.” And again, because of the same sin, 
when Saul admitted it and sought pardon, 
beseeching Samuel to go back with him and 
appease God, the prophet said,  “I will not return 
with you, because you have rejected the word of 
the Lord, and the Lord has rejected you as king 
over Israel.” And Samuel turned about to go 
away; but he grabbed hold of the skirt of his man-
tle, and it tore. And Samuel said to him,  “The 
Lord has torn the kingdom from Israel from your 
hand this day and has given it to your neighbor 
who is better than you, and Israel shall be divided 
in two. But the triumpher in Israel will not spare 

1Lk 17:21.   2NPNF 1 4:298*.   3Zech 7:11, 13.   4NPNF 2 7:226-27*. 
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and will not be moved to repentance; for he is not 
a man that he should repent. He threatens and 
does not persist.”

Actually, the man to whom these words were 
spoken,  “The Lord shall reject you as king over 
Israel,” and,  “The Lord has torn the kingdom of 
Israel from you this day,” ruled over Israel for 
forty years—for the same duration as David 
did—and he heard this pronouncement in the 
early part of his reign. Accordingly, we are to 
understand it to mean that no one of Saul’s pos-
terity was to rule after him—an admonition to 
look to David’s stock whence was to stem, 
according to the flesh, Jesus Christ, the Mediator 
between God and humanity. City of God 17.7.6

The Kingdom from Israel. Augustine: In 

many Latin versions we find one of the above 
verses in the following form:  “The Lord has torn 
the kingdom of Israel from your hand.” But I have 
quoted from the Greek text:  “The Lord has torn 
the kingdom from Israel from your hand”—the 
expression  “from Israel” being equivalent to  
“from your hand.” In this way, Samuel stood figu-
ratively for the people of Israel which was to lose 
the kingdom when our Lord Jesus Christ would 
come to reign—spiritually, not carnally—in the 
New Testament. The reference to him in the 
words  “and he has given it to your neighbor” is an 
allusion to the racial relationship, for Christ in 
the flesh derived from Israel just as did Saul.
City of God 17.7.7

1 5 : 3 4 - 3 5  S A M U E L  G R I E V E S  O V E R  S A U L

34Then Samuel went to Ramah; and Saul went up to his house in Gibe-ah of Saul. 35And Sam-
uel did not see Saul again until the day of his death, but Samuel grieved over Saul. And the Lord
repented that he had made Saul king over Israel.

Overview: Scripture’s anthropomorphic lan-
guage, which is not as a fact descriptive of God, 
helps to instill godliness and humility (Gregory 
of Nyssa). Good people, like Samuel, grieve for 
the sins of others ( Jerome).

15:35 The Lord Repented That He Had 
Made Saul King1

God’s Human Ascriptions. Gregory of 
Nyssa: Holy Scripture is often accustomed to 
attributing expressions to God such that seem 
quite like our own, for example,  “The Lord was 
angry, and he was grieved because of their sins”;2 

and again,  “He repented that he had anointed 
Saul king” . . . and besides this, it makes mention 
of his sitting, and standing, and moving, and the 
like, which are not as a fact connected with God 
but are not without their use as an accommoda-
tion to those who are under teaching. For in the 
case of the too unbridled, a show of anger 
restrains them by fear. And to those who need the 
medicine of repentance, it says that the Lord 
repents along with them of the evil, and those 
who grow insolent through prosperity it warns, 
by God’s repentance in respect to Saul, that their 

1See also comment for 1 Samuel 15:11.   2See Ps 106:40 (105:40 LXX).
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good fortune is no certain possession, though it 
seems to come from God. Answer to Euno-
mius’s Second Book.3

Zeal for Souls. Jerome: I am induced to write 
to you,4 a stranger to a stranger, by the entreaties 
of that holy servant of Christ, Hedibia, and of my 
daughter in the faith Artemia, once your wife but 
now no longer your wife but your sister and fel-
low servant. Not content with assuring her own 
salvation, she has sought yours also, in former 
days at home and now in the holy places. She is 
anxious to emulate the thoughtfulness of the 
apostles Andrew and Philip, who, after Christ 
had found them, desired in their turn to find, the 
one his brother Simon and the other his friend 
Nathanael.5. . . So of old Lot desired to rescue his 
wife as well as his two daughters, and refusing to 
leave blazing Sodom and Gomorrah until he was 
himself half on fire, tried to lead forth one who 
was tied and bound by her past sins.6 But in her 
despair she lost her composure, and looking back 

became a monument of an unbelieving soul. Yet, 
as if to make up for the loss of a single woman, 
Lot’s glowing faith set free the whole city of Zoar. 
In fact, when he left the dark valleys in which 
Sodom lay and came to the mountains the sun 
rose upon him as he entered Zoar or the little 
city; so-called because the little faith that Lot 
possessed, though unable to save greater places, 
was at least able to preserve smaller ones. . . . 
Good people have always sorrowed for the sins of 
others. Samuel of old lamented for Saul because 
he neglected to treat the ulcers of pride with the 
balm of penitence.7 And Paul wept for the Corin-
thians who refused to wash out with their tears 
the stains of fornication.8 Letter 122.9

1 6 : 1 - 5  T H E  L O R D  I N S T R U C T S  S A M U E L

T O  A N O I N T  A  N E W  K I N G

1The Lord said to Samuel, “How long will you grieve over Saul, seeing I have rejected him
from being king over Israel? Fill your horn with oil, and go; I will send you to Jesse the Bethle-
hemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his sons.”

Overview: David, who was anointed as king and 
prophet, prefigures Christ, the anointed One, the 
King of Kings, and the High Priest (Lactan-
tius). Gregory the Great expounds the spiritual 
meaning of anointing leaders with an oil-filled 
horn.

16:1 Fill Your Horn with Oil

David’s Kingly Anointing Prefigures 
Christ’s. Lactantius: The Jews had before 
been directed to compose a sacred oil, with which 
those who were called to the priesthood or to the 
kingdom might be anointed. And as now the robe 
of purple is a sign of the assumption of royal dig-
nity among the Romans, so with them the 
anointing with the holy oil conferred the title and 

3NPNF 2 5:292-93**.   4This letter is addressed to Rusticus. Rusticus 
and Artemia, his wife, made a vow of continence and broke it. Artemia 
proceeded to Palestine to do penance for her sin, and Rusticus prom-
ised to follow her. However, he failed to do so, and Jerome was asked 
to write this letter in the hope that it might induce him to fulfill his 
promise.   5See Jn 1:41-45.   6See Gen 19:15-26.   7See 1 Sam 15:25.   
8See 2 Cor 2:4.   9NPNF 2 6:225.
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power of king. But since the ancient Greeks used 
the word chriesthai to express the art of anointing, 
which they now express by anleiphesthai, as the 
verse of Homer shows,  “But the attendants 
washed, and anointed them with oil”; on this 
account we call him Christ, that is, the Anointed, 
who in Hebrew is called the Messiah. Epitome 
of the Divine Institutes 4.7.1

A Full Horn of Oil. Gregory the Great: 
We have touched on these things as they pertain 
to the literal meaning; now let us see the election 
of our nobles as we look at the meaning beneath 
the literal one. When Samuel was told to fill the 
horn with oil, what else could it mean than this: 
he who is to be selected as a pastor in the holy 
church must not be someone clearly known as a 
transgressor but must be commended by won-
drous praise as an example to others. The horn, 
you see, is the spear of an animal. But the author-
ity and rebuke of even the highest bishop is noth-
ing but his weapon. Indeed, they strike with their 
horn, whenever they lock horns with sinners as 
they issue their rebukes. They strike with their 
horn whenever they sharply confute sinners. The 

horn is filled with oil, then, whenever the lofti-
ness of preachers does not have the harshness of 
threats but the allurements of grace. Or the horn 
is filled with oil when both the sublimity of the 
heights and the virtue of unction are given to a 
chosen pastor at the same time, that is, when he 
both ascends to a high degree, but the one who is 
taken into the heights is filled with the riches of 
merits. The priests were anointed with a full horn 
of oil, inasmuch as they arrived at the highest 
degree with a full possession of graces. When a 
fire is lit in a lamp of oil, the oil of the teacher is 
the love of the heart. A fire is lit in it, for the vir-
tue and grace of the Holy Spirit burns in the rich-
ness of the mouth. Since a teacher ought to have 
the richness of great love, the king is said to have 
been anointed with a full horn of oil when he was 
ordered to be anointed. The fullness of the horn 
refers to the perseverance of the graces. For those 
who fail before they reach the end are not worthy 
to be anointed with a full horn of oil. Six Books 
on 1 Kings 6.65.2

1 6 : 6 - 1 3  S A M U E L  A N O I N T S  D A V I D

6When they came, he looked on Eliab and thought, “Surely the Lord’s anointed is before him.”
7But the Lord said to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature,
because I have rejected him; for the Lord sees not as man sees; man looks on the outward appear-
ance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”. . . 11And Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all your sons here?”
And he said, “There remains yet the youngest, but behold, he is keeping the sheep.” And Samuel
said to Jesse, “Send and fetch him; for we will not sit down till he comes here.” 12And he sent, and
brought him in. Now he was ruddy, and had beautiful eyes, and was handsome. And the Lord
said, “Arise, anoint him; for this is he.” 13Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in
the midst of his brothers; and the Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day for-
ward. And Samuel rose up, and went to Ramah.

1ANF 7:106.   2CCL 144:588-89.
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Overview: In his search for the Lord’s anointed, 
Samuel’s favorable appraisal of Jesse’s older sons 
evidences the weakness of the human mind ( Je-
rome). Like all falsehood, artificial beautification 
of one’s body must be abhorrent to God, who 
places more importance on the beauty of the soul 
(Clement of Alexandria). Since only God can 
judge the heart, Christians should refrain from 
judging ministers based upon their credentials 
(Gregory of Nazianzus). The eyes of the Lord 
are superior to those of humans because God sees 
the condition of the heart (Tertullian). The 
psalms of David are prophetic in nature because 
his inspiration came from none other than the 
Holy Spirit (Cassiodorus).

16:6-7 The Lord Looks on the Heart

The Weakness of Human Reasoning. Je-
rome: He goes to Bethlehem and considers every 
son of Jesse to be the very person that the Lord 
was looking for. . . . He makes the same mistake 
in each case, and he is reproved in each case, giv-
ing evidence of the weakness of the human mind.1

Defense Against the Pelagians 1.38.2

Artificial Beautification. Clement of 
Alexandria: They have gone beyond the limits 
of impropriety. They have invented mirrors to re-
flect all this artificial beautification of theirs, as if 
it were nobility of character or self-improvement. 
They should, rather, conceal such deception with 
a veil. It did the handsome Narcissus no good to 
gaze on his own image, as the Greek myth tells 
us. If Moses forbade his people to fashion any im-
age to take the place of God, is it right for these 
women to study their reflected images for no 
other reason that to distort the natural features of 
their faces?

In much the same way, when Samuel the 
prophet was sent to anoint one of the sons of 
Jesse as king, and when he brought out his chrism 
as soon as he saw the oldest son, admiring his 
handsomeness and height, Scripture tells us,  
“The Lord said to him: ‘Look not on his counte-

nance, nor on the height of his stature, because I 
have rejected him. For man sees those things that 
appear, but the Lord beholds the heart.’ ” He 
finally anointed not the one who was fair in body 
but the one who was fair of soul. If the Lord 
places more importance on beauty of soul than on 
that of the body, what must he think of artificial 
beautification when he abhors so thoroughly 
every sort of lie?  “We walk by faith, not by 
sight.”3 Christ the Educator 3.2.11-12.4

Refrain from Judging. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: Do not say,  “I do not mind a mere 
priest, if he is a celibate, and a religious [person], 
and of angelic life; for it would be a sad thing for 
me to be defiled even in the moment of my 
cleansing.” Do not ask for credentials of the 
preacher or the baptizer. For another is his judge 
and the examiner of what you can’t see. For 
humans look on the outward appearance, but the 
Lord looks on the heart. On Holy Baptism, 
Oration 40.26.5

The Eyes of the Lord. Tertullian: You are 
human, and so you know other people only from 
the outside. You think as you see, and you see 
only what your eyes let you see. But  “the eyes of 
the Lord are lofty.”6  “Man looks on the outward 
appearance, God looks on the heart.” So  “the 
Lord knows them that are his”7 and roots up the 
plant which he has not planted. He shows the last 
to be first, he carries a fan in his hand to purge 
his floor. Let the chaff of light faith fly away as it 
pleases before every wind of temptation. So much 
the purer is the heap of wheat which the Lord 
will gather into his garner. Prescriptions 
Against Heretics 3.8

16:13 The Spirit of the Lord Came upon 
David

1Contrary to the biblical text, Samuel’s appraisal of Eliab is extended 
to his brothers.   2FC 53:289.   32 Cor 5:7.   4FC 23:208-9*.   5NPNF 2 
7:369*.   64 Esdr 8:20.   72 Tim 2:19.   8LCC 5:32-33.



1 Samuel 16:14-23

263

Psalms Are Prophecy. Cassiodorus: So 
clearly holy David was filled with heavenly inspi-
ration, and not through human actions, the birth 
of twins, angels, visions, a dream, a cloud and a 
voice from heaven, or any other way of that kind. 
As the first book of Kings [Samuel] says of him:  
“And the spirit of the Lord came upon David 
from that day forward.” The Lord himself too 

says in the Gospel:  “If David in the spirit calls 
him Lord, how do you say he is his son?” By these 
words we realize that the psalms were clearly 
expressions of prophecy through the holy Spirit.
Exposition of the Psalms, Preface 1.9

1 6 : 1 4 - 2 3  A N  E V I L  S P I R I T  T O R M E N T S  S A U L

14Now the Spirit of the Lord departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord tormented
him. 15And Saul’s servants said to him, “Behold now, an evil spirit from God is tormenting you.
16Let our lord now command your servants, who are before you, to seek out a man who is skilful in
playing the lyre; and when the evil spirit from God is upon you, he will play it, and you will be
well.” 17So Saul said to his servants, “Provide for me a man who can play well, and bring him to
me.” 18One of the young men answered, “Behold, I have seen a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite, who is
skilful in playing, a man of valor, a man of war, prudent in speech, and a man of good presence;
and the Lord is with him.” 19Therefore Saul sent messengers to Jesse, and said, “Send me David
your son, who is with the sheep.” . . . 23And whenever the evil spirit from God was upon Saul,
David took the lyre and played it with his hand; so Saul was refreshed, and was well, and the evil
spirit departed from him.

Overview: As evidenced by Saul’s torment by 
an evil spirit and David’s anointed harp playing, 
the Holy Spirit does not continually remain 
with those who receive the Spirit (Aphrahat). 
Those who fall from the Spirit through acts of 
wickedness may be restored through repentance; 
otherwise, they remain subject to evil (Athana-
sius). God’s role in inflicting Saul through the 
evil spirit assures us that God curbs the spirit of 
pride ( Jerome). God grants the devil power to 
inflict trials on humans in order to bring about 
their sanctification or punishment (Tertul-
lian). The efficacious and immediate work of 
the Holy Spirit is exhibited in the lives of our 

ancestors in the faith (Gregory the Great). By 
playing a harp, which symbolized the cross, 
David sung the passion and subdued the spirit 
of the devil (Nicetas of Remesiana). Do not 
imagine that the concupiscence of the flesh is a 
good merely because it is sometimes restrained 
by music (Augustine). That David’s harp ex-
pelled the demon from Saul reveals the virtue of 
the beautiful discipline of music (Cassiodorus). 
David’s soothing of Saul’s madness with sweet 
tones symbolizes how the saints can dispel the 
raving anger of leaders with gentle words (Greg-
ory the Great). The symbolism of the singing 
advises that we must strive to subjugate the var-

9ACW 51:27*.
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ious passions that arise in us as our circum-
stances change (Gregory of Nyssa).

16:14-15 An Evil Spirit Torments Saul

The Presence of the Holy Spirit. Aphra-
hat: I will instruct you of that which is written, 
that the Spirit is not at every time found with 
those that receive it. For it is written about Saul, 
that the Holy Spirit, which he received when he 
was anointed, departed from him, because he 
grieved it, and God sent to him instead of it a 
vexing spirit. And whenever he was afflicted by 
the evil spirit, David used to play upon the harp, 
and the Holy Spirit, which David received when 
he was anointed, would come, and the evil spirit 
that was vexing Saul would flee from before it. So 
the Holy Spirit that David received was not 
found with him at every time. As long as he was 
playing the harp, then it used to come. Demon-
stration 6.16.1

Falling from the Spirit. Athanasius: 
Therefore, when a person falls from the Spirit for 
any wickedness, if he repents after his fall, the 
grace remains irrevocably to the one who is will-
ing; otherwise he who has fallen is no longer in 
God (because that Holy Spirit and Paraclete 
which is in God has deserted him), but this sin-
ner shall be in him to whom he has subjected 
himself, as took place in Saul’s instance; for the 
Spirit of God departed from him and an evil 
spirit was afflicting him. Four Discourses 
Against the Arians 3.25.25.2

The Spirit of Pride. Jerome: Again, that you 
may be sure that God curbs the spirit of pride, 
recall how the good spirit of God departed from 
Saul and an evil spirit troubled him. Holy Writ 
says,  “And an evil spirit of God troubled him,” a 
spirit from God. Does God, then, have an evil 
spirit? Not at all. God had withdrawn so that 
afterwards an evil spirit might trouble Saul. In 
that sense, the spirit of God is called evil. Finally, 
holy David, knowing that God could take away 

the spirit of princes, entreats him,  “And do not 
take your holy spirit from me.”3 Homilies on 
the Psalms 9 (Ps 75).4

The Power of the Devil. Tertullian: The 
devil has power that might be called his own, 
only over such as no longer belong to God, the 
heathen whom he considers once for all as a drop 
in a bucket, as dust on the threshing floor, as spit-
tle in the mouth—and, as such, totally handed 
over to the devil as a quite useless possession.

Otherwise, he may do nothing by his own 
right, against those who dwell in the house of 
God, because the cases that are noted in Scrip-
ture show us when—that is, for what reasons—
he may touch them. The right to tempt a person 
is granted to the devil, either for the sake of a 
trial, as in the texts cited above, whether God or 
the devil initiates the plan, or for the purpose of 
the reprobation of a sinner, who is handed over to 
the devil as to an executioner. This was the case 
with Saul.  “The spirit of the Lord departed from 
Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord troubled 
and stifled him.” Again, it may happen in order to 
humble a person, as Paul tells us that there was 
given him a thorn, a messenger of Satan, to buffet 
him,5 and even this sort of thing is not permitted 
for the humiliation of holy ones through torment 
of the flesh, unless it be done so that their power 
to resist may be perfected in weakness. On 
Flight in Time of Persecution 2.6-7.6

16:18 David’s Musical and Spiritual Gifting 
Are Renowned

The Work of the Spirit. Gregory the 
Great: It is agreeable to lift up eyes of faith to the 
power of this Worker, and to look here and there at 
our ancestors in the Old and New Testaments. 
With the eyes of faith open on David, Amos, 
Daniel, Peter, Paul and Matthew, I wish to analyze 
the nature of the workman, the Holy Spirit. But I 

1NPNF 2 13:372-73*.   2NPNF 2 4:407**.   3Ps 51:11 (50:11 LXX).   
4FC 48:66-67*.   52 Cor 12:7.   6FC 40:280-81*.



1 Samuel 16:14-23

265

fail in my analysis. The Spirit filled a boy who 
played upon a harp and made him a psalmist, a 
shepherd and herdsman who pruned sycamore 
trees and made him a prophet,7 a boy given to ab-
stinence and made him a judge of mature men,8 a 
fisherman and made him a preacher,9 a persecutor 
and made him the teacher of the Gentiles,10 a tax 
collector and made him an evangelist.11

What a skillful workman this Spirit is! There is 
no question of delay in learning. It no sooner 
touches the mind in regard to anything it chooses 
than it teaches; its very touch is teaching. It 
changes a human mind in a moment to enlighten 
it; suddenly what it was it no longer is, suddenly it 
is what it was not. Forty Gospel Homilies 30.12

16:23 The Evil Spirit Departs When David 
Plays the Lyre

The Passion Subdued the Spirit. Nicetas 
of Remesiana: After this, you will find plenty of 
men and women, filled with a divine spirit, who 
sang of the mysteries of God. Among these was 
David. As a boy, he was given a special call to this 
office, and by God’s grace he became the prince of 
singers and left us a treasury of song. He was still 
a boy when his sweet, strong song with his harp 
subdued the evil spirit working in Saul. Not that 
there was any kind of power in the harp, but, 
with its wooden frame and the strings stretched 
across, it was a symbol of the cross of Christ. It 
was the passion that was being sung, and it was 
this which subdued the spirit of the devil. Litur-
gical Singing 4.13

The Instruction of Music. Augustine:
You, a man of the church, ought to be better 
instructed by the music of the church than by 
Pythagoras.14 Think what David’s lyre did for 
Saul, who was harassed by an evil spirit but 
recovered from this disturbance when the holy 
man played his lyre; beware of thinking the con-
cupiscence of the flesh is a good merely because it 
is sometimes checked by musical sounds.
Against Julian 5.5.23.15

The Power of Music. Cassiodorus: The dis-
cipline of music incorporates great power and 
knowledge which brings delight; teachers of secu-
lar literature, through the generosity of God who 
grants all that is useful, have made it possible 
through theoretical texts to ascertain what was 
earlier regarded as hidden from view in the 
nature of the world. The first division of this dis-
cipline, then, is into harmonics, rhythmics and 
metrics. The second division, that of musical 
instruments, is between percussion, strings and 
wind. The third division is into six harmonies, 
the fourth into fifteen tones. In this way the vir-
tue of this most beautiful discipline is unfolded 
by such distinctions drawn by people of old. We 
read in secular works that many miracles were 
brought forth by these measures. But we need say 
nothing of this fabulous material; we read that by 
means of David’s tuneful harp the demon was 
expelled from Saul. The divine reading attests 
that the walls of Jericho at once collapsed at the 
din of trumpets. So there is no doubt that sounds 
of music, at the Lord’s command or with his per-
mission, have unleashed great forces. Exposi-
tion of the Psalms 80.4.16

Sweet Tones of the Harp. Gregory the 
Great: Indeed, we should not disregard the fact 
that whenever the evil spirit possessed Saul, 
David took his harp and soothed his madness. 
What is symbolized by Saul but the pride of the 
mighty and what by David but the lowly life of 
the saints? As often, therefore, as Saul was pos-
sessed by the unclean spirit, his madness was 
soothed by David’s singing. So, too, whenever the 
disposition of people in power is turned to raving 
anger by pride, it is proper that we should recall 
them to a healthy frame of mind by gentle words, 
sweet tones of the harp, as it were. Pastoral 
Care 3.2.17

7Amos 7:14-15.   8Dan 1:8, 2:48.   9Mt 4:19.   10Acts 9:1-20.   11Lk 5:27-
28.   12CS 123:244-45.   13FC 7:68*.   14In his Counsels, Cicero recounts 
an incident where Pythagoras requests a flute player to sing a slow and 
grave song in order to calm the licentiousness stirred by earlier melo-
dies.   15FC 35:267.   16ACW 52:295.   17ACW 11:94.    
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The Subjugation of Passions. Gregory of 
Nyssa: Once when he came to Saul, who was 
frenzied and out of his right mind, he healed him 
by soothing his passions with song, so that Saul’s 
understanding returned to him again in accor-
dance with nature. The goal, then, of the symbol-
ism of the singing is clear from these words. It 

recommends that we achieve the subjugation of 
those passions which arise in us in various ways 
from the circumstances of life. On the Inscrip-
tions of the Psalms 1.3.24.18

1 7 : 1 - 1 1  G O L I A T H  S E E K S  A  C H A L L E N G E R

1Now the Philistines gathered their armies for battle. . . . 3And the Philistines stood on the
mountain on the one side, and Israel stood on the mountain on the other side, with a valley
between them. 4And there came out from the camp of the Philistines a champion named Goliath, of
Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span. 5He had a helmet of bronze on his head, and he was
armed with a coat of mail, and the weight of the coat was five thousand shekels of bronze. 6And he
had greaves of bronze upon his legs, and a javelin of bronze slung between his shoulders. 7And the
shaft of his spear was like a weaver’s beam, and his spear’s head weighed six hundred shekels of
iron; and his shield-bearer went before him. 

Overview: Scripture, foreseeing that heresy 
would arise from within the church, describes 
Goliath as being positioned  “on this side” (Pau-
lus Orosius). Whereas Goliath’s protection was 
external, David’s more effectual protection came 
through his faith (Chrysostom).

17:3-7 The Philistine Champion, Goliath of 
Gath

Heresy Within the Church. Paulus Oro-
sius: Yet there stands Goliath, monstrous in his 
pride, swollen with his earthly power, confident 
that he can do everything by himself, with his 
head, hands and entire body clad in much bronze, 
having his own armor bearer behind him who, 
though he does not himself fight, nevertheless 
furnishes this Goliath with all kinds of aid in 
bronze and iron. And it is not surprising if Scrip-

ture, foreseeing our present situation, comments 
appropriately when it says,  “The Philistines were 
standing on top of the mountain on this side,” 
since the individual who is attacking the [Pela-
gian] heresy1 is now being banished from the 
church, while the heretic is found to be nourished 
at its very breast! Because of this, it is so stated by 
the Holy Spirit that on the other side Israel was 
standing, while on this side, the enemy. And such 
is often the way. For even King David, who was 
always the righteous father toward his unrigh-
teous son, having laid aside his royal robes, was 
forced to flee from Jerusalem, whereupon the 
tyrant Absalom immediately entered.2 There 

1Pelagius maintained that humans were born sinless and could choose 
to live sinless lives by responding to God’s commands autonomously, 
that is, without further dependence upon divine assistance beyond 
that which the commands imparted.   2See 2 Sam 15:16-17; 16:15.

18GNTIP 92.
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now stands Goliath—oh, what sorrow!—on this 
side, that is, within the church; and he not only 
stands but even offers challenges. And at the 
same time, over the course of many days, he 
reproaches holy Israel for its well-known fear of 
God. Defense Against the Pelagians 2.3

Fortified by Faith. Chrysostom: In my dis-
course I showed that Goliath was protected by 
the power of his weapons and the strength of a 
full set of armor, whereas David had none of that 
panoply. But he was fortified by his faith.

Goliath had the external protection of his glit-
tering breastplate and shield; David shone from 
within with the grace of the Spirit. This is why a 
boy prevailed over a man, this is why the one 
wearing no armor conquered the one fully armed, 
this is why the shepherd’s hand crushed and 
destroyed the bronze weapons of war. Against 
the Anomoeans 11.4-5.4

1 7 : 1 2 - 2 3  D A V I D  E N T E R S  T H E  B A T T L E  C A M P

12Now David was the son of an Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, named Jesse, who had eight
sons. . . . 13The three eldest sons of Jesse had followed Saul to the battle. . . .

17And Jesse said to David his son, “Take for your brothers an ephah of this parched grain, and
these ten loaves, and carry them quickly to the camp to your brothers; 18also take these ten cheeses
to the commander of their thousand. See how your brothers fare, and bring some token from
them.”

19Now Saul, and they, and all the men of Israel, were in the valley of Elah, fighting with the
Philistines. 20And David rose early in the morning, and left the sheep with a keeper, and took the
provisions, and went, as Jesse had commanded him; and he came to the encampment as the host
was going forth to the battle line, shouting the war cry. 

Overview: The refreshment David brings to his 
brothers typifies the perfect humility Christ 
brought to his disciples (Bede). By sending David 
with food to look for his brothers, Jesse typified 
God the Father, who sent Jesus to free humanity 
from the devil’s power. David’s arrival and subse-
quent battle with Goliath symbolize Christ’s ad-
vent and victory over the devil (Caesarius of 
Arles).

17:17-18 Jesse Sends David to His Brothers

Christ’s Perfect Humility. Bede: The 
whole nation of the faithful Hebrews was saying 
to their Lord and Savior who would be born from 
their seed, as they sighed for his advent with ear-
nest desire,  “Take these, I beg you, to refresh and 
aid your people in spiritual warfare. They are 
your brothers because you deigned to be born 
from their midst according to the flesh. Amid 
their camps worn out by daily warfare, take, I say, 
the form of perfect humility in the body and 
guardianship of the law, although you in no wise 
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need to submit voluntarily to its demands.” For 
the parched grain refers to a distressed spirit and 
a contrite and humiliated heart. The ephah is a 
measure which holds three amphoras and points 
to the spirit, soul and body perfected and joined 
together by humility—whether of our Lord or of 
each of the elect. This parched grain of humility 
appeared in the Lord by his own power and voli-
tion so that he might build the same in us, but 
really such humility cannot be brought about 
except by being placed between the upper and 
lower grindstones, that is, through fear and hope. 
Now the ten loaves brought by David clearly 
point to the food that comes from keeping the 
decalogue, which we have not by our own powers 
but by the gift of giver. After he himself was 
placed under the law for us, he also made the bur-
dens of the law bearable, just as by his humility 
(which he did not have to show) he taught us to 
be humble because of the great debt which we 
will never be able to pay back. But turn, he says, 
to the gentleness of the decalogue, full of milk (so 
to say). Just as it is well suited for infants to build 
up the vigor of their spiritual minds, so it can also 
refresh and comfort every great and outstanding 
general of the heavenly army. For after our 
longed-for Lord, mighty in deed, gave bread and 
barley groats to his brothers, he brought down 
cheese to the commander. This occurred after he 
showed the example of his patience and humility 
before the magistrates of the Jews and after he did 
not abolish but fulfilled the commandments of 
the law and prophets and commanded them to 
his disciples. These he established and appointed 
as rulers of the church.  “He opened their minds 
to understand the Scriptures.”1 Four Books on 1 
Samuel 3.17.2

The Mystery of the Trinity. Caesarius of 
Arles:  Just as this happened, then, in the 
blessed patriarchs, Isaac and Jacob, dearest broth-
ers, so we know it was prefigured in Jesse the 
father of David; for when he sent his son David 
to look for his brothers, he seems to have typified 
God the Father. Jesse sent David to search for his 

brother, and God sent his only-begotten Son of 
whom it is written:  “I will proclaim your name to 
my brothers.”3 Truly, Christ had come to seek his 
brothers, for he said,  “I was not sent except to the 
lost sheep of the house of Israel.”4

  “And Jesse said to David his son, ‘Take an 
ephah of flour, and ten little cheeses, and go see 
your brothers.’ ” An ephah, brothers, is a quantity 
of three measures, and in three measures is 
understood the mystery of the Trinity. Blessed 
Abraham knew this mystery well; for when he 
merited to perceive the mystery of the Trinity in 
the three persons under the holm-oak of Mamre, 
he ordered three measures of flour to be mixed. It 
is three measures, and for this reason Jesse gave 
this amount to his son. In the ten little cheeses 
we recognize the decalogue of the Old Testament. 
Thus, David came with the three measures and 
ten cheeses, in order to visit his brothers who 
were in battle, because Christ was to come with 
the decalogue of the law and the mystery of the 
Trinity to free the human race from the power of 
the devil. Sermon 121.1-2.5

17:19-20 David Arrives at the Encampment

Christ the True David. Caesarius of 
Arles: As David came, he found the Jewish peo-
ple located in the valley of Terebinth in order to 
fight against the Philistines, because Christ the 
true David was to come in order to lift up the 
human race from the valley of sins and tears. 
They stood in a valley facing the Philistines. 
They were in a valley, because the weight of their 
sins had pressed them down. However, they were 
standing but did not dare to fight against their 
adversaries. Why did they not dare to do so? 
Because David who typified Christ had not yet 
arrived. It is true, dearly beloved. Who was able 
to fight against the devil before Christ our Lord 
freed the human race from his power? Now the 
word David is interpreted as strong in hand; and 
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what is stronger, brothers, than he who con-
quered the whole world, armed with a cross but 
not a sword? Furthermore, the children of Israel 
stood against their adversaries for forty days. 
Because of the four seasons and the four parts of 
the world, those forty days signify the present life 
in which the Christian people do not cease to 
fight against Goliath and his army, that is, the 
devil and his angels. Moreover, it would be 
impossible to conquer, if Christ the true David 
had not come down with his staff which is the 

mystery of the cross. Truly, the devil was free 
before the advent of Christ, dearly beloved; but at 
his coming Christ did to him what is recorded in 
the Gospel:  “No one can enter the strong man’s 
house, and plunder his goods, unless he first 
binds the strong man.”6 For this reason Christ 
came and bound the devil. Sermon 121.5.7

1 7 : 2 4 - 3 0  D A V I D  L E A R N S

O F  T H E  R E W A R D  F O R  G O L I A T H ’ S  D E A T H

24All the men of Israel, when they saw the man, fled from him, and were much afraid. 25And
the men of Israel said, “Have you seen this man who has come up? Surely he has come up to defy
Israel; and the man who kil ls him, the king will enrich with great riches, and will g ive him his
daughter, and make his father’s house free in Israel.” 26And David said to the men who stood by
him, “What shall be done for the man who kil ls this Philistine, and takes away the reproach
from Israel? For who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the living
God?” 27And the people answered him in the same way, “So shall it be done to the man who kil ls
him.”

28Now Eliab his eldest brother heard when he spoke to the men; and Eliab’s anger was kindled
against David, and he said, “Why have you come down? And with whom have you left those few
sheep in the wilderness? I know your presumption, and the evil of your heart; for you have come
down to see the battle.” 29And David said, “What have I done now? Was it not but a word?” 

Overview: David’s good sense, self-restraint and 
boldness demonstrate the great strength of the 
one who is protected by help from on high 
(Chrysostom). In chiding David, Eliab signified 
the Jewish people who jealously slandered Christ, 
who came for the salvation of the human race 
(Caesarius of Arles).

17:26-29 David’s Questioning Angers Eliab

From on High. Chrysostom: If you don’t 
mind, however, let us refer to a theme in our 
preaching earlier, so that by bringing the whole 
story to mind we may learn that nothing is stron-
ger than the person protected by help from on 
high, and nothing is more vulnerable than the 
person deprived of this help, surrounded though 
he may be with countless armies. So this man 
David, quite young though he was and living in 
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his father’s house on account of his immaturity, 
heard the call of destiny for his virtue to become 
conspicuous; he was urged by his father to 
observe his brothers; he obeyed and was sent off 
to them. So, after coming on the scene to observe 
them, he saw the battle line drawn against the 
foreigner Goliath and the whole people of Saul’s 
company withdrawing in fright and the king him-
self placed in particular danger. For a while he 
was happy to be an onlooker and went to see the 
strange and unusual sight of one person pitted 
against so many thousands. But his brothers 
could not tolerate the manliness of his bearing; 
they were moved to hatred and said to him,  
“Have you come for no other reason than to see 
the war.” You haven’t really come to observe us.

Notice, however, his good sense and great 
restraint. Instead of saying anything rash to 
them, anything harsh, he extinguished the flame 
of their hatred; he mollified their hatred by say-
ing,  “Isn’t it only a word?” I mean, surely you 
haven’t observed me taking position in the ranks? 
I simply wanted to watch and find out the source 
of this man’s extraordinary frenzy.  “After all, who 
is this foreigner who reproaches the ranks of the 
living God?” Then, on hearing the man’s awful 
arrogance and the unspeakable cowardice of those 
who had gone with Saul, he said, “What will be 
given to the man who cuts off his head?” He 
showed great boldness of spirit through these 
words and caused amazement in every one. Real-
izing this, Saul sent for the young man, who had 
experience of nothing other than shepherding, 
and when he saw his age he made fun of him. 
Then he learned from him how he dealt with 
bears when they raided his flocks; you see, this 
remarkable young man was obliged to describe 
this, not out of a wish to blow his own trumpet 

but because he had no choice if the king was to be 
inspired with courage and to have regard not for 
the poor impression he gave but for the faith con-
cealed within him and the assistance from on 
high that made the young man stronger than the 
grown-ups, the unarmed stronger than the armed 
men, the shepherd than the soldiers. Homilies 
on Genesis 46.9-10.1

Devilish Envy. Caesarius of Arles: Now 
when David came, one of his brothers rebuked 
him, saying,  “Why did you leave those few sheep 
and come to the battle?” This elder brother, mali-
ciously chiding David who typified our Lord, sig-
nified the Jewish people who jealously slandered 
Christ the Lord even though he had come for the 
salvation of the human race, for they frequently 
chastised him with many insults.  “Why did you 
leave the sheep and come to the battle?” Does it 
not seem to you as though through his lips the 
devil is speaking in envy of the salvation of 
humankind? It is as though he said to Christ: 
“Why did you leave the ninety-nine sheep who 
had strayed and come looking for the one which 
was lost, in order that you might call him back to 
your sheepfold, after freeing him with the staff of 
the cross from the hand of the spiritual Goliath, 
that is, from the power of the devil?”  “Why did 
you leave those few sheep?” He spoke the truth, 
although in a wicked and haughty spirit. Jesus 
intended to leave the ninety-nine sheep, as was 
already said, in order to seek the one and to bring 
it back to his sheepfold, that is, to the company of 
the angels. Sermon 121.3.2

1FC 87:8-9*.   2FC 47:199-200*.
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1 7 : 3 1 - 4 0  D A V I D  V O L U N T E E R S  T O  F I G H T  G O L I A T H

31When the words which David spoke were heard, they repeated them before Saul; and he sent
for him. 32And David said to Saul, “Let no man’s heart fail because of him; your servant will go and
fight with this Philistine.” 33And Saul said to David, “You are not able to go against this Philistine to
fight with him; for you are but a youth, and he has been a man of war from his youth.” 34But David
said to Saul, “Your servant used to keep sheep for his father; and when there came a lion, or a bear,
and took a lamb from the flock, 35I went after him and smote him and delivered it out of his mouth;
and if he arose against me, I caught him by his beard, and smote him and killed him. 36Your servant
has killed both lions and bears; and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be like one of them, seeing he
has defied the armies of the living God.” 37And David said, “The Lord who delivered me from the
paw of the lion and from the paw of the bear, will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.” And
Saul said to David, “Go, and the Lord be with you!” 38Then Saul clothed David with his armor; he
put a helmet of bronze on his head, and clothed him with a coat of mail. 39And David girded his
sword over his armor, and he tried in vain to go, for he was not used to them. Then David said to
Saul, “I cannot go with these; for I am not used to them.” And David put them off. 40Then he took
his staff in his hand, and chose five smooth stones from the brook, and put them in his shepherd’s bag
or wallet; his sling was in his hand, and he drew near to the Philistine.

Overview: We must beg Christ, the spiritual 
David, to abolish all evil high councils when bat-
tling Satan (Origen). David’s killing of both lion 
and bear prefigures the Lord’s victory over the 
devil when he descended into hell to free the 
saints from his jaws (Caesarius of Arles). 
Rather than arming himself as those he saw 
around him, David wisely chose weaponry appro-
priate for his stature and youth (Cassian).

17:34-37 David Recounts Killing Lions and 
Bears

Taking Hold of the Lion. Origen: But as 
David who took hold of the beard seized the lion, 
so let us beg the spiritual David, Christ, when 
taking hold of the lion, to abolish also every San-
hedrin of beasts. Fragments on Jeremiah 28.1.1

The Devil Prefigured. Caesarius of Arles: 
When David had been anointed by blessed Sam-

uel before he came here, he had killed a lion and a 
bear without any weapons, as he himself told 
King Saul. Both the lion and the bear typified the 
devil, for they had been strangled by the strength 
of David for having dared to attack some of his 
sheep. All that we read prefigured in David at 
that time, dearly beloved, we know was accom-
plished in our Lord Jesus Christ; for he strangled 
the lion and the bear when he descended into hell 
to free all the saints from their jaws. Moreover, 
listen to the prophet entreating the person of our 
Lord:  “Rescue my soul from the sword, my lone-
liness from the grip of the dog. Save me from the 
lion’s mouth.”2 Since a bear possesses his strength 
in his paw and a lion has his in his mouth, the 
same devil is prefigured in those two beasts. 
Thus, this was said concerning the person of 
Christ, in order that his sole church might be 
removed from the hand, that is, the power or 
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mouth of the devil. Sermon 121.4.3

17:38-40 David Dresses for Battle

Appropriate Weaponry. John Cassian: We 
sometimes see a bad example drawn from good 
things. For if someone presumes to do the same 
things but not with the same disposition and ori-
entation or with unlike virtue, he easily falls into 
the snares of deception and death on account of 
those very things from which others acquire the 
fruits of eternal life. That brave boy who was set 
against the most warlike giant in a contest of 
arms would certainly have experienced this if he 

had put on Saul’s manly and heavy armor, with 
which a person of more robust age would have 
laid low whole troops of the enemy. This would 
undoubtedly have imperiled the boy, except that 
with wise discretion he chose the kind of weap-
onry that was appropriate for his youth and 
armed himself against the dreadful foe not with 
the breastplate and shield that he saw others 
outfitted with but with the projectiles that he 
himself was able to fight with. Conference 
24.8.1-2.4

1 7 : 4 1 - 4 7  G O L I A T H  J E E R S  A T  D A V I D

41And the Philistine came on and drew near to David, with his shield-bearer in front of him. . . .
45Then David said to the Philistine, “You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with a
javelin; but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom
you have defied. 46This day the Lord will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down,
and cut off your head; and I will give the dead bodies of the host of the Philistines this day to the
birds of the air and to the wild beasts of the earth; that all the earth may know that there is a God
in Israel, 47and that all this assembly may know that the Lord saves not with sword and spear; for
the battle is the Lord’s and he will give you into our hand.”

Overview: As simple weapons prove victorious, 
so defenders of true religion need arguments that 
plainly proclaim the truth without causing strife. 
Onlookers who object to this means should re-
main silent (Theodoret).

17:47 The Lord Saves Not with Sword and 
Spear

Plainly Proclaim the Truth. Theodoret 
of Cyr: And we need only the Lord’s goodness to 
stay the storm.1 Easy it is for him to stay it, but 

we are unworthy of the calm, yet the grace of his 
patience is enough for us, so that with good for-
tune by it we may get the better of our foes. So 
the divine apostle has taught us to pray  “for he 
will with the temptation also make a way to 
escape that you may be able to bear it.”2 But I 
beseech your godliness to stop the mouths of the 
objectors and make them understand that it is 

1In this letter to Bishop Irenaeus, Theodoret defends the language he 
uses to describe Mary’s role as the mother of the divine/human Jesus.   
21 Cor 10:13.
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not for them who stand, as the phrase goes, out of 
range, to scoff at men fighting in the ranks and 
giving and receiving blows; for what does it mat-
ter which weapon the soldier uses to strike down 
his antagonists? Even the great David did not use 
a panoply when he killed the aliens’ champion,3 
and Samson killed thousands on one day with the 
jawbone of an ass.4 Nobody grumbles at the vic-
tory, nor accuses the conqueror of cowardice, 
because he wins it without brandishing a spear or 

covering himself with his shield or throwing 
darts or shooting arrows. The defenders of true 
religion must be criticized in the same way, nor 
must we try to find language which will stir strife, 
but rather arguments which plainly proclaim the 
truth and make those who venture to oppose it 
ashamed of themselves. Letter 16.5

1 7 : 4 8 - 4 9  D A V I D  F E L L S  G O L I A T H  W I T H  A  S T O N E

48When the Philistine arose and came and drew near to meet David, David ran quickly toward
the battle line to meet the Philistine. 49And David put his hand in his bag and took out a stone,
and slung it, and struck the Philistine on his forehead; the stone sank into his forehead, and he fell
on his face to the ground.

Overview: By fighting only when compelled to 
do so and by rejecting the weapons of others, 
David exhibited both prudence and fortitude in 
battle (Ambrose). The faith that trusts Christ 
and regards God alone as highest prevails over all 
weapons (Paulinus of Nola). David killed Goli-
ath with a stone, which symbolizes the power of 
Christ, in a battle that figuratively teaches the su-
periority of heavenly weapons over earthly ones 
(Maximus of Turin). In order to be victorious in 
battle we must take hold of the spiritual stone, or 
Christ, which prevailed over Goliath (Chrysos-
tom).

17:49 David Strikes Goliath on His Forehead

Prudence Combined with Fortitude. 
Ambrose: David never waged war unless he was 
driven to it. Thus prudence was combined in him 
with fortitude in the battle. For even when about 

to fight single-handed against Goliath, the enor-
mous giant, he rejected the armor with which he 
was laden. His strength depended more on his 
own arm than on the weapons of others. Then, at 
a distance, to get a stronger throw, with one cast 
of a stone, he killed his enemy. Duties of the 
Clergy 1.35.177.1

Faith Prevails over Weapons. Paulinus of 
Nola: Having trust in Christ, consigning every-
thing to the God of powers, regarding God alone 
as all that is highest—this has always been effica-
cious in achieving every good. This is the faith 
that has prevailed over all weapons. This was the 
strength that made that slight boy great, for he 
grew stronger by spurning weapons and brought 
low the armed giant by the power of a stone.
Poems 26.150.2
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Heavenly Weapons. Maximus of Turin:
Therefore, brothers, let us arm ourselves with 
heavenly weapons for the coming judgment of the 
world: let us gird on the breastplate of faith, pro-
tect ourselves with the helmet of salvation, and de-
fend ourselves with the word of God as with a 
spiritual sword.3 For the one who is arrayed with 
these weapons does not fear present disturbance 
and is not afraid of future judgment, since holy 
David, protected with this devotion, killed the 
very strong and armed Goliath without weapons 
and struck down the warlike man, girt about with 
defenses on all sides, by the strength of his faith 
alone. For although holy David did not put on a 
helmet, strap on a shield, or use a lance, he killed 
Goliath. He killed him, however, not with an iron 
spear but with a spiritual sword, for although he 
appeared weaponless in the eyes of human beings, 
yet he was adequately armed with divine grace. But 
the spiritual sword itself was not a sword, since it 
was not by the sword but by a stone that Goliath 
died when he was struck down. We read in the 
Scriptures that Christ is figuratively designated by 
the word stone, as the prophet says:  “The stone 
that the builders rejected has become the head of 
the corner.”4 Therefore, when Goliath is struck by 
a stone, he is struck down by the power of Christ. 
And in what part of the body is he struck? On the 
forehead, for when the sacrilegious man is struck, 
there Christ was absent, and where his end comes 
upon him, there the sign of salvation is not to be 
found. For although Goliath was protected by 
weapons on all sides, still his forehead was exposed 
to death because it did not carry the Savior’s seal, 
and therefore he is slain in the spot where he is 
found to be bare of God’s grace.

But there is no one who does not realize that 
this took place figuratively. For David had also 
put on armor beforehand but, since he was so 
heavy and awkward in it that he could hardly 
walk, he removed it at once, signifying that the 
weapons of this world are vain and superfluous 
things and that the person who chooses to 
involve himself in them will have no unimpeded 
road to heaven, since he will be too heavy and 
encumbered to walk. At the same time this 
teaches us that victory is not to be hoped for from 
arms alone but is to be prayed for in the name of 
the Savior. Sermon 85.3.5

The Power of the Spiritual Stone. Chry-
sostom: Therefore, let us take in our hands that 
stone, I mean the cornerstone, the spiritual rock. 
If Paul could think in these terms of the rock in 
the desert, no one will in any way feel resentment 
against me if I understand David’s stone in the 
same sense. In the case of the Jews in the desert, 
it was not the nature of the visible stone but the 
power of the spiritual stone which sent forth 
those streams of water.6 So, too, in David’s case, 
it was not the visible stone but the spiritual stone 
which sank into the barbarian’s head. This is why, 
at that time, I promised that I would say nothing 
based on rational arguments.  “Our weapons are 
not merely carnal but spiritual, demolishing 
sophistries and reasoning and every proud height 
that raises itself against the knowledge of God.”7

Against the Anomoeans 11.6.8

3See Eph 6:14-17.   4Ps 118:22 (117:22 LXX).   5ACW 50:204-5*.   6See 
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1 7 : 5 0 - 5 8  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S  F L E E

50So David prevailed over the Philistine with a sling and with a stone, and struck the Philistine,
and killed him; there was no sword in the hand of David. 51Then David ran and stood over the
Philistine, and took his sword and drew it out of its sheath, and killed him, and cut off his head
with it. When the Philistines saw that their champion was dead, they fled.

Overview: As David used Goliath’s sword to 
slay him, so the Lord transforms sinners into in-
struments of righteousness (Bede). David dem-
onstrates how the one who wears God’s armor 
and fights for Christ’s glory may be victorious 
and remain with the truth (Augustine).

17:50-51 David Beheads the Philistine

Weapons of Righteousness. Bede: The 
only ministers of the Lord’s Word through whom 
the Lord might teach and so break the arrogance 
of the devil are individuals whom the Lord him-
self has victoriously snatched away from the 
devil, for all are by nature sons of wrath, con-
ceived in iniquity and given birth by their moth-
ers in sin. Since this is the case, he unexpectedly 
appeared and overcame the enemy. Just like a 
strong man strips the armor of his weaker oppo-
nent, so he took away all his weapons in which he 
had trusted. As the enemy had used people as his 
weapons to slaughter the souls of the wretched, 
so now the Savior has transformed these very 
same people into weapons of righteousness and 
uses them to cut off the head of iniquity from its 
body. That is to say, he compels sinners who have 
been converted to the faith to condemn Satan and 
to renounce all his works and all his evil ways. 
Moreover, it is correctly said that David took the 
sword first with his hand and then drew it from 
its sheath to kill the Philistine. For first the Lord 
comes in his desire to snatch away each great and 
brave defender of the demonic realm; then he 
draws him from the hidden recesses of errors into 
the light of liberating grace; and thus through this 

convert he allows others to be snatched out of the 
devil’s realm and corrected. But even when we 
meet and dispute with the madness of the here-
tics and convince them that they are  “fabricators 
and worshipers of lies and perverse doctrines”1 by 
using nothing other than the reasons of their 
argument and the testimonies of the Scriptures 
which they themselves had purposed to use to 
seduce us, we clearly cut down the arrogance of 
the giant with his own sword. Four Books on 
1 Samuel 3.17.2

The Armor of God. Augustine: But our 
armor is Christ; it is that which the apostle Paul 
prescribes when, writing to the Ephesians, he 
says,  “Take unto you the whole armor of God, 
that you may be able to withstand in the evil 
day;” and again,  “Stand, therefore, having your 
loins gird about with truth, and having on the 
breastplate of righteousness; and your feet shod 
with the preparation of the gospel of peace; above 
all, taking the shield of faith, wherewith you shall 
be able to quench all the fiery darts of the wicked: 
and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword of 
the Spirit, which is the word of God.”3 Armed 
with these weapons, king David went forth in his 
day to battle. Taking from the torrent’s bed five 
smooth rounded stones, he proved that, even 
amidst all the eddying currents of the world, his 
feelings were free both from roughness and from 
defilement. Drinking of the brook by the way, 
and therefore lifted up in spirit, he cut off the 
head of Goliath, using the proud enemy’s own 
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sword as the fittest instrument of death, smiting 
the profane boaster on the forehead and wound-
ing him in the same place in which Uzziah was 
smitten with leprosy when he presumed to usurp 
the priestly office;4 the very place also in which 
shines the glory that makes the saints rejoice in 
the Lord, saying,  “The light of your countenance 
is sealed upon us, O Lord.”5 Let us therefore also 
say,  “My heart is fixed, O God, my heart is fixed: 
I will sing and give praise: awake up, my glory; 
awake, psaltery and harp; I myself will awake 
early”;6 that in us may be fulfilled that word,  

“Open thy mouth wide, and I will fill it”;7 and,  
“The Lord shall give the word with great power 
to them that publish it.”8 I am well assured that 
your prayer as well as mine is that in our contend-
ing, the victory may remain with the truth. For 
you seek Christ’s glory, not your own: if you are 
victorious, I also gain a victory if I discover my 
error. Letter 75.2.9

1 8 : 1 - 5  J O N A T H A N ’ S  C O V E N A N T  W I T H  D A V I D

1When he had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and
Jonathan loved him as his own soul. 2And Saul took him that day, and would not let him return to
his father’s house. 3Then Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him as his own
soul. 4And Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was upon him, and gave it to David, and his
armor, and even his sword and his bow and his girdle.

Overview: That Jonathan’s soul was knit to 
David’s teaches that the soul is free and naturally 
tends to exist wherever the mind and imagination 
are (Gregory Thaumaturgus). Jonathan’s cove-
nant with David prefigures the covenant of love 
and peace between Christ and the church (Bede).

18:1 Jonathan and David

The Soul Is Free. Gregory Thaumaturgus:
Jonathan was not knit to David as a whole, but 
his  “soul,” the higher parts, which are not cut off 
when the apparent and visible elements have been 
cut off from a person and which will not be 
coerced by any means, for they never move invol-
untarily. For the soul is free and not imprisoned 
in any way. . . . For in its primary sense, it is its 

nature to be wherever the mind is, and if it seems 
to you to be in a room, you are imagining it there 
in some secondary sense. So it is never prevented 
from being in whatever place it wishes to be; but 
rather, in actual fact, it can only be, and reason-
ably be thought to be, where the works proper to 
itself alone are found, and relative to that.
Address of Thanksgiving to Origen 6.85-87.1

18:3-4 Jonathan Covenants with David

A Covenant of Love and Peace. Bede:
Christ and the church have made a covenant of 
mutual love and peace, for the church in its more 
perfect members loves him so much that it has 

1FC 98:104-5. 
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been ready to die for him, thinking it just to give 
itself, body and soul, for him who for its redemp-
tion deigned to put on our human flesh and soul, 
although he was very God of very God. For it is 
written,  “the Word became flesh”2 and  “the Lord 
is the upholder of my soul.”3 Finally, by its mar-
tyrs the church strips itself of the flesh which it 
had worn and gives it in obedience to Christ. 
[The church] has not any virtue of talent of its 
own at all, but depends devotedly on the will of 

his work. It relies on him even for acumen and 
skill in speaking and for the diligence to set forth 
arguments truthful in faith and reason against 
the wiles of those who are not soundly wise. It 
relies on him even for preserving the glory of its 
chastity and spotless honor for his love. Four 
Books on 1 Samuel 3.18.4

1 8 : 6 - 1 1  S A U L  B E C O M E S  W A R Y  O F  D A V I D

6As they were coming home, when David returned from slaying the Philistine, the women came
out of all the cities of Israel, singing and dancing, to meet King Saul, with timbrels, with songs of
joy, and with instrumentsz of music. 7And the women sang to one another as they made merry,

“Saul has slain his thousands,
and David his ten thousands.” 

8And Saul was very angry, and this saying displeased him; he said, “They have ascribed to David
ten thousands, and to me they have ascribed thousands; and what more can he have but the king-
dom?” 9And Saul eyed David from that day on.

10And on the morrow an evil spirit from God rushed upon Saul, and he raved within his house,
while David was playing the lyre, as he did day by day. Saul had his spear in his hand; 11and Saul
cast the spear, for he thought, “I will pin David to the wall.” But David evaded him twice.

z Or triangles, or three-stringed instruments

Overview: Saul exemplifies one who is envious 
of his own good, since David’s victory over Goli-
ath delivered his army from the enemy and saved 
them from embarrassment (Basil). The passion 
of envy dulled Saul’s mind, leading him to regard 
his benefactor as his enemy. Placing his own soul 
in peril, Saul’s wicked response to David’s greater 
praise illustrates the dreadfulness of envy (Chry-
sostom). Saul’s fate cautions believers against en-
vying another’s success (Apostolic Constitu-
tions). While faithful humans are prone to fall, as 

Saul demonstrates, the Son of God resisted all sin 
(Tertullian). Since all creatures are subject to 
God’s discretion, both the transgressor and the 
just may be tested by the devil (Cassiodorus).

18:7 A Song of Victory

Envious of One’s Own Good. Basil the 
Great: Why do you grieve, my friend, when you 
yourself have suffered no misfortune? Why are 
you hostile to someone who is enjoying prosper-

2Jn 1:14.   3Ps 54:4.   4CCL 119:164.
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ity, when he has in no way caused your own pos-
sessions to decrease? If you are vexed even upon 
receiving a kindness [from the object of your 
spite], are you not quite clearly envious of your 
own good? Saul is an example of this. He made 
David’s great favors to himself a motive for 
enmity with him. First, after he had been cured of 
insanity by the divine and melodious strains of 
David’s harp, he attempted to run his benefactor 
through with a spear. Then, on another occasion, 
it happened that he and his army were delivered 
from the hands of the enemy and saved from 
embarrassment before Goliath. In singing the tri-
umphal songs commemorating this victory, how-
ever, the dancers attributed to David a tenfold 
greater share in the achievement, saying,  “Saul 
killed his thousands and David his ten thou-
sands.” For this one utterance and because truth 
itself was its witness, Saul first attempted murder 
and tried to slay David by treachery, then forced 
him to flee. Concerning Envy.1

The Passion of Envy. Chrysostom: But now 
notice in this incident how much trouble the pas-
sion of envy caused: when the king saw this 
young man enjoying such popularity and the 
dancing crowds calling out,  “Saul’s conquests ran 
into thousands, David’s into tens of thousands,” 
he didn’t take kindly to their words . . . but over-
whelmed by envy, he now repaid his benefactor 
with the opposite treatment, and the one whom 
he should have recognized as his savior and bene-
factor he endeavored to do away with. What an 
extraordinary degree of frenzy! What excess of 
madness! The man who had won him the gift of 
life and had freed his whole army from the for-
eigner’s rage he now suspected as an enemy, and, 
instead of the man’s good deeds remaining fresh 
in his memory and prevailing over passion, the 
clarity of his thinking was dulled with envy as 
though by a kind of drunkenness, and he 
regarded his benefactor as his enemy.

That is what the evil of this passion is like, you 
see: it first has a bad effect on the person giving 
birth to it. Homilies on Genesis 46.13-14.2

The Nature of Envy. Chrysostom: For envy 
is a fearful, a fearful thing, and persuades people 
to despise their own salvation. In this way did 
both Cain destroy himself, and again, before his 
time, the devil who was the destroyer of his 
father. So did Saul invite an evil demon against 
his own soul; yet when invited, he soon envied 
his physician. For such is the nature of envy; he 
knew that he was saved, yet he would rather have 
perished than see him that saved him have honor. 
What can be more grievous than this passion? 
One cannot err in calling it the devil’s offspring. 
And in it is contained the fruit of vainglory, or 
rather its root also, for both these evils are apt 
mutually to produce each other. And thus in 
truth it was that Saul even thus envied, when 
they said,  “David smote by ten thousands.” What 
could be more senseless? For why do you envy? 
Tell me!  “Because such a one praised him”? Yet 
surely you ought to rejoice. Besides, you do not 
know even whether the praise is true. And do you 
therefore grieve because without being admirable 
he has been praised as such? And yet you ought to 
feel pity. For if he is good, you ought not to envy 
him when praised, but you should praise along 
with those that speak well of him; but if not such, 
why are you galled? Homilies on 2 Corin-
thians 24.4.3

The Sin of Jealousy. Apostolic Constitu-
tions: You shall not be a hypocrite, lest your  
“portion be with them.”4 You shall not be ill-
natured or proud, for  “God resists the proud.”5  

“You shall not accept persons in judgment; for 
the judgment is the Lord’s.”  “You shall not hate 
any man; you shall surely reprove your brother, 
and not become guilty on his account”;6 and,  
“Reprove a wise man, and he will love you.”7 

Eschew all evil, and all that is like it: for he says,  
“Abstain from injustice, and trembling shall not 
come close to you.”8 Do not grow angry quickly, 
or spiteful, or passionate, or furious or daring, 

1FC 9:466*.   2FC 87:10-11.   3NPNF 1 12:393*.   4Mt 24:51.   51 Pet 
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lest you undergo the fate of Cain, and of Saul and 
of Joab. The first of these killed his brother Abel, 
because Abel was found to be preferred before 
him with God, and because Abel’s sacrifice was 
preferred;9 the second persecuted holy David, 
who had slain Goliath the Philistine, being envi-
ous of the praises of the women who danced;  the 
third killed two generals of armies—Abner of 
Israel and Amasa of Judah.10  Constitutions of 
the Holy Apostles 7.5.11

18:8 Saul Was Angry

The Good Man Subverted by Envy. Ter-
tullian: It is usual, indeed, with persons of a 
weaker character, to be so built up in confidence 
by certain individuals who are caught by heresy, 
as to topple over into ruin themselves. How does 
it come to pass, they ask, that this woman or that 
man, who were the most faithful, the most pru-
dent and the most approved in the church, have 
gone over to the other side? Who that asks such a 
question does not in fact reply to it himself, to 
the effect that men whom heresies have been able 
to pervert ought never to have been esteemed 
prudent or faithful or approved? This again, I 
suppose, is an extraordinary thing, that one who 

has been approved should afterwards fall back? 
Saul, who was good beyond all others,12 is after-
wards subverted by envy. David, a good man  
“after the Lord’s own heart,”13 is guilty afterwards 
of murder and adultery.14 Solomon, endowed by 
the Lord with all grace and wisdom, is led into 
idolatry by women.15 For to the Son of God alone 
was it reserved to persevere to the last without 
sin.16 Prescriptions Against Heretics 3.17

18:10 An Evil Spirit Came upon Saul

All Creatures Are Subject. Cassiodorus:
It was also through a wicked angel that the trans-
gressor was tempted in the account of the book of 
Kings [Samuel], where it says  “The evil spirit 
from God came upon Saul.” Just men, too, like 
Job and the apostle Paul and others of that kind 
were tried by the devil. It is clear that all created 
things are subject to the discretion or command 
of the Creator. Exposition of the Psalms 
77.49.18

1 8 : 1 2 - 1 9  D A V I D  G R O W S  I N  P O P U L A R I T Y

14And David had success in all his undertakings; for the Lord was with him. 15And when Saul
saw that he had great success, he stood in awe of him. 16But all Israel and Judah loved David; for
he went out and came in before them.

17Then Saul said to David,  “Here is my elder daughter Merab; I will give her to you for a wife;
only be valiant for me and fight the Lord’s battles.” For Saul thought, “Let not my hand be upon
him, but let the hand of the Philistines be upon him.” 18And David said to Saul, “Who am I, and
who are my kinsfolk, my father’s family in Israel, that I should be son-in-law to the king?”

9Gen 4.   102 Sam 3, 20.   11ANF 7:466-67*.   12See 1 Sam 9:2.   131 Sam 
13:14.   14See 2 Sam 11.   15See 1 Kings 11:4.   16See Heb 4:15.   17ANF 
3:244.   18ACW 52:267*
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Overview: Saul’s two daughters typify two por-
tions of the Jewish people: those who would fol-
low Christ the Lord and the religious leaders who 
feigned respect in order to trap him with their 
questions (Bede). Amazed at the greatness of 
God’s lovingkindness, David considers himself 
unworthy of the blessings revealed to him 
(Symeon the New Theologian).

18:17 Saul Offers Merab to David

Two Portions of the Jews. Bede: Because 
Saul was anointed with a holy chrism and given 
governorship over the kingdom, he preserved 
himself as a type of Christ. At that time we 
understood his two daughters to be two peoples, 
which were begotten by the twofold faith and 
love for Christ for salvation, namely, of the body 
and the mind, and made perfect by discipline. We 
understood the elder daughter to refer to the syn-
agogue and the younger daughter the church. 
However, because the circumstances have 
changed in this passage, inasmuch as David rep-
resents Christ the Lord and Saul represents the 
people of the Jews who envied him, the older 
daughter who was promised but not given, means 
that portion of the same people which is more 
numerous and powerful and was promised to the 
brave and desirable bridegroom. When the prede-
cessors of that portion of the Israelites (that is to 
say, the scribes, priests, Pharisees and elders of 
the people) came together to hear him, they 
called him a good teacher—and what is more, a 
singularly learned teacher. They wanted to learn 
to simply test him so, they browbeat him with 
many a question. And yet that portion of Israel 
was not given to Christ but to another, when the 
same teachers, seeking to be called rabbi by men, 
compelled those they could to listen to them. 
Now the younger daughter who by her devotion 
deserved to be given to David is surely that por-
tion of the Jewish people that is less esteemed 
owing to their lesser numbers and despised posi-

tion but that prefers to follow, love and hear their 
Lord and Savior rather than the scribes and 
experts in the law. They hear Christ say,  “Do not 
fear, little flock, for it has pleased your Father to 
give you the kingdom.”1 Therefore, the Pharisees 
and other leaders of the Jews said to Christ,  
“Look, we entrust to you that larger part of the 
synagogue which has been subjected to us. Go 
ahead and teach it. Only see to it that you be 
brave in soul and fight with the word for the free-
dom of the people to whom it was commanded to 
preserve the law of God and to serve him alone. 
For ‘we know that you are truthful and that you 
do not favor anyone nor do you regard any indi-
vidual but you teach the way of the Lord in truth. 
Now is it lawful for us to pay taxes to Caesar or 
should we not give it?’ ”2 However, they said these 
things while the servants of Herod were present 
so that, if he should have forbidden them to pay 
taxes, they themselves would have seemed not to 
be responsible for his death, if the Herodians 
would have punished him. Four Books on 
1 Samuel 3.18.3

18:18 Who Am I?

Amazed by God’s Goodness. Symeon the 
New Theologian: As [David] looks on the 
greatness of God’s lovingkindness, he is struck 
with amazement. He considers himself with all 
his soul to be unworthy of the vision of such 
goodness and does not wish to look closely at 
them or fully understand them. He is constrained 
by trembling, fear and reverence to cry,  “Who am 
I, Lord, and what is my father’s house, that you 
should reveal such mysteries to me, unworthy as I 
am, and have wondrously made me not only to 
have a vision of such good things, but even to par-
ticipate and share in them!” Discourses 14.4.4

1Lk 12:32.   2Mk 12:14.   3CCL 119:170.   4SNTD 190-91.
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1 8 : 2 0 - 3 0  M I C H A L  B E C O M E S  D A V I D ’ S  W I F E

20Now Saul’s daughter Michal loved David; and they told Saul, and the thing pleased him.
21Saul thought, “Let me give her to him, that she may be a snare for him, and that the hand of the
Philistines may be against him.” Therefore Saul said to David a second time,a “You shall now be
my son-in-law.” 22And Saul commanded his servants, “Speak to David in private and say, ‘Behold,
the king has delight in you, and all his servants love you; now then become the king’s son-in-law.’ ”
23And Saul’s servants spoke those words in the ears of David. And David said, “Does it seem to
you a little thing to become the king’s son-in-law, seeing that I am a poor man and of no repute?”
24And the servants of Saul told him, “Thus and so did David speak.” 25Then Saul said, “Thus
shall you say to David, ‘The king desires no marriage present except a hundred foreskins of the
Philistines, that he may be avenged of the king’s enemies.’ ” Now Saul thought to make David fall
by the hand of the Philistines. 

a Heb by two

Overview: Since God is good and the creator of 
only good things, Saul was not evil by nature but 
acted out of an evil will (Symeon the New Theo-
logian).

18:20-25 Saul Offers Michal to David

An Evil Will. Symeon the New Theolo-
gian: Why did Saul seek to apprehend and kill 
David whom he had formerly honored as himself 

and greatly loved as a benefactor? Was it by 
nature or out of an evil will? Obviously it was out 
of ill will. No one is born evil by nature, since 
God did not create evil works but things that 
were very good. Or, rather, he did so since he is 
good, and that not by disposition and choice but 
in nature and in truth. Discourses 4.2.1

1 9 : 1 - 7  S A U L  S E E K S  D A V I D ’ S  L I F E

1And Saul spoke to Jonathan his son and to all his servants, that they should kill David. But
Jonathan, Saul’s son, delighted much in David. 2And Jonathan told David, “Saul my father seeks
to kill you; therefore take heed to yourself in the morning, stay in a secret place and hide yourself;
3and I will go out and stand beside my father in the field where you are, and I will speak to my
father about you; and if I learn anything I will tell you.” 4And Jonathan spoke well of David to
Saul his father, and said to him, “Let not the king sin against his servant David; because he has

1SNTD 72.
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not sinned against you, and because his deeds have been of good service to you; 5for he took his life
in his hand and he slew the Philistine, and the Lord wrought a great victory for all Israel. You
saw it, and rejoiced; why then will you sin against innocent blood by killing David without cause?”
6And Saul hearkened to the voice of Jonathan; Saul swore, “As the Lord lives, he shall not be put
to death.” 

Overview: David exemplifies a true martyr, that 
is, someone who is persecuted for righteousness’ 
sake (Augustine). Bede understands the episode 
of Saul’s threatening of David allegorically: Saul’s 
threat prefigures the Sanhedrin’s command to the 
apostles to not teach in Jesus’ name; Jonathan 
represents the apostles who implored Christ to 
hide in the hearts of believers while they 
preached on his behalf; and Saul’s vow that David 
would not be killed signifies the Jews’ faithful af-
firmation of the enduring presence of Christ’s 
church.

19:1 Saul Speaks of Killing David

Suffering for the Sake of Righteous-
ness. Augustine: But true martyrs are such as 
those of whom the Lord says,  “Blessed are those 
who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake.”1 It is 
not, therefore, those who suffer persecution for 
their unrighteousness and for the divisions which 
they impiously introduce into Christian unity, 
but those who suffer for righteousness’ sake, that 
are truly martyrs. For Hagar also suffered perse-
cution at the hands of Sarah;2 and in that case she 
who persecuted was righteous, and she who suf-
fered persecution was unrighteous. Are we to 
compare with this persecution which Hagar suf-
fered to the case of holy David, who was perse-
cuted by unrighteous Saul? Surely there is an 
essential difference, not in respect of his suffering 
but because he suffered for righteousness’ sake. 
The Correction of the Donatists 2.9.3

19:1-3 Jonathan Warns David

The Apostles’ Plea. Bede: The leaders of the 
Jews and the elders and scribes spoke to the apos-
tles and strictly commanded them not to speak or 
teach in the name of Jesus.4 . . .

Moreover, the apostles loved Christ mightily 
and, as they counted the abusive attacks of the 
treacherous, they asked him to defend his church 
and to save his name and to stay in the church in 
a hidden manner and to hide in the hearts of the 
believers away from the consternation of men. 
They said,  “As you dwell in the flowering minds 
of the pious—for here is a field full of aroma and 
grace which the Lord has blessed—we will speak 
and teach this people in your name, and those 
among it who prefer to believe rather than remain 
in unbelief we will announce to your holy church 
so that as each one knows the state of each indi-
vidual, he will know to ally himself with the 
faithful and to preserve himself from the unbe-
lievers.” Four Books on 1 Samuel 3.19.5

19:4-6 Saul Relents

The Church Will Endure. Bede: When the 
people of the Jews heard the voice of the apostles 
preaching, they were calmed down from the 
anger of their earlier fury and declared in a true 
affirmation of faith that the church of Christ 
would never be able to be wiped out from their 
midst and that the memory of him who is before 
all ages and endures for eternity would never per-
ish. Four Books on 1 Samuel 3.19.6

1Mt 5:1.   2Gen. 16:6.   3NPNF 1 4:636.   4Acts 4:18.   5CCL 119:174-
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1 9 : 8 - 1 0  D A V I D  E L U D E S  S A U L  A  S E C O N D  T I M E

9Then an evil spirit from the Lord came upon Saul, as he sat in his house with his spear in his
hand; and David was playing the lyre. 10And Saul sought to pin David to the wall with the spear;
but he eluded Saul, so that he struck the spear into the wall. And David fled, and escaped.

Overview: David’s evasion of Saul’s attempt at 
impaling him with a cross-like spear figuratively 
depicts the distinction between Jesus’ humanity 
and deity (Gregory of Nyssa). When we are lis-
tening to divine song and doing good works, we 
ensure that the Spirit will not depart from us 
(Chrysostom).

19:9-10 Saul Again Tries to Impale David

Both Christ and King. Gregory of Nyssa:
Now it is certainly obvious what the sequence is 
looking to through the figures of the story. The 
one of David is predicted by means of David, and 
the one who was anointed signifies the Christ. 
And the lyre is a human instrument, but the song 
which comes from it is the Word which has been 
made manifest to us through the one who was 
made flesh, whose work is to destroy the derange-
ment that comes from demons so that  “the gods 
of the nations” may no longer be  “demons.”1

That king, however, who had the demons in 
himself, when the spirits withdrew at the song of 
him who adapted his instrument to this purpose, 
smote him with his spear (now a spear is wood 
which has been equipped with iron), but the wall 
received the spear instead of him. And we think 
that the wall is the earthly building, by which we 
understand the body, in relation to which we see 
the wood of the cross and the iron. But that 

David, who is both Christ and king, is without 
suffering. For the deity does not experience the 
cross and the nails. On the Inscriptions of 
the Psalms 2.16.269-70.2

The Harp of David. Chrysostom: As also, 
on the other hand, if we have no works, the Spirit 
flies away. But if we are deserted by the Spirit, we 
shall also halt in our works. For when this has 
gone, the unclean one comes. This is plain from 
Saul. For what if he does not choke us as he did 
him, still he strangles us in some other way by 
wicked works. We have need then of the harp of 
David, that we may charm our souls with the 
divine songs, both these, and those from good 
actions. Since if we do the one only, and while we 
listen to the charm, war with the charmer by our 
actions, as he did of old, the remedy will even 
turn to judgment to us, and the madness become 
the more furious. For before we heard, the wicked 
demon was afraid lest we should hear it and 
recover. But even when after hearing it, we con-
tinue the same as we were, this is the very thing 
to rid him of his fear. Let us sing then the psalm 
of good deeds, that we may cast out the sin that is 
worse than the demon. Homilies on Romans 
28.3

1Ps 95:5 LXX.   2GNTIP 208.   3NPNF 1 11:539-40*.
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1 9 : 1 1 - 1 7  M I C H A L  H E L P S  D A V I D  T O  E S C A P E

11That night Saulx sent messengers to David’s house to watch him, that he might kill him in the
morning. But Michal, David’s wife, told him, “If you do not save your life tonight, tomorrow you
will be killed.” 12So Michal let David down through the window; and he fled away and escaped.
13Michal took an imagec and laid it on the bed and put a pillowd of goats’ hair at its head, and cov-
ered it with the clothes. 14And when Saul sent messengers to take David, she said, “He is sick.”
15Then Saul sent the messengers to see David, saying, “Bring him up to me in the bed, that I may
kill him.” 16And when the messengers came in, behold, the imagec was in the bed, with the pillowd

of goats’ hair at its head. 17Saul said to Michal, “Why have you deceived me thus, and let my
enemy go, so that he has escaped?” And Michal answered Saul, “He said to me, ‘Let me go; why
should I kill you?’ ”

x Gk Old Latin: Heb escaped that night. 11And Saul c Heb teraphim d The meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain

Overview: The greatness of David’s patience, 
exhibited by his fleeing the king’s presence in 
hopes that he would repent, stands out in sharp 
contrast to Saul’s persistence in evil (Gregory of 
Nyssa). As David is shut up in his house and sur-
rounded by Saul’s men, Christ’s temporary en-
tombment is signified (Cassiodorus). The 
absence of David signifies the resurrection of the 
Lord from the empty tomb (Gregory of Nyssa). 
In times of both war and peace, a temporary de-
ception on behalf of a larger truth is at times jus-
tifiable in public and private life (Chrysostom).

19:11-12 David Escapes During the Night

Patience in Suffering. Gregory of Nyssa:
The story relates how, when the vehement emo-
tion of the demonic spirit had settled on Saul and 
the holy David quieted the disturbance of the 
passion by means of his psaltery, Saul found the 
spear that was standing by him, aimed it straight 
at David and hurled it against his benefactor. 
David, however, avoided the attack on himself by 
means of the divine alliance, and the assault of 
the spear fixed itself deeply in the wall. He fled 
the royal dwellings and was in his own house, in 

the hope that repentance would alter the king’s 
anger. But Saul placed his spearmen around 
David’s house and ordered the executioners to 
kill him. He barely escaped the dangers by letting 
himself down into the open through a window 
and avoiding detection by the guard. On the 
Inscriptions of the Psalms 2.16.264.1

The Tomb and the Guards. Cassiodorus:  
“Then Saul sent and watched his house to kill 
him.” This too is fittingly associated with the 
Lord’s passion, for house indicates the tomb 
where he rested in a three-day death. The Jews’ 
leaders sent men to guard it, to destroy so to say 
the fame of his name, so that by some trick it 
should not be claimed that he rose again, an even-
tuality which Christ had been heard earlier pro-
claiming. It was better that his enemies should of 
their own accord desire to condemn this, for it 
allowed the whole world to acknowledge the fact 
more certainly. The evidence which the unwilling 
witness offers is beyond doubt; it cannot be called 
partisan when confirmed by the guilty person.
Exposition of the Psalms 58.1.2

1GNTIP 206-7.    2ACW 52:51*.
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19:13-17 Michal Deceives Saul’s Messengers

The Lord’s Resurrection Prefigured. 
Gregory of Nyssa: Now Michal’s name means  
“reign,” because sin reigned over our nature up to 
that time.3 And at the very time he himself was 
born, he [the Lord in the figure of David] went 
out through a window. And the window indicates 
the return to the light again of the one who made 
himself known to those sitting in darkness and 
the shadow of death.4

And his image is seen on the bed. For the angel 
says to those seeking the Lord in the tomb,  “Why 
do you seek the living with the dead? He is not 
here; he is risen.”5  “Behold the place” in which he 
lay.6 Those seeking the Lord saw the tomb in 
which he was buried empty of the body of the one 
they were seeking. Only the burial sheets were in 
it. We think, therefore, that the image of David 
on the bed signifies the resurrection of the Lord 
in the tomb, through which the true averting of 
our death through expiatory sacrifice occurs. On 

the Inscriptions of the Psalms 2.16.272-73.7

The Need of Deceit. Chrysostom: And not 
in war only, but also in peace the need of deceit 
may be found, not merely in reference to the 
affairs of the state but also in private life, in the 
dealings of husband with wife and wife with hus-
band, son with father, friend with friend, and also 
children with a parent. For the daughter of Saul 
would not have been able to rescue her husband 
out of Saul’s hands except by deceiving her father. 
And her brother, wishing to save him whom she 
had rescued when he was again in danger, made 
use of the same weapon as the wife. On the 
Priesthood 1.8.8

1 9 : 1 8 - 2 4  D A V I D  F L E E S  T O  S A M U E L  A T  R A M A H

18Now David fled and escaped, and he came to Samuel at Ramah, and told him all that Saul
had done to him. And he and Samuel went and dwelt at Naioth. 19And it was told Saul, “Behold,
David is at Naioth in Ramah.” 20Then Saul sent messengers to take David; and when they saw the
company of the prophets prophesying, and Samuel standing as head over them, the Spirit of God
came upon the messengers of Saul, and they also prophesied. 21When it was told Saul, he sent other
messengers, and they also prophesied. And Saul sent messengers again the third time, and they also
prophesied. 22Then he himself went to Ramah, and came to the great well that is in Secu; and he
asked, “Where are Samuel and David?” And one said, “Behold, they are at Naioth in Ramah.”
23And he went fromf there to Naioth in Ramah; and the Spirit of God came upon him also, and as
he went he prophesied, until he came to Naioth in Ramah. 24And he too stripped off his clothes,
and he too prophesied before Samuel, and lay naked all that day and all that night. Hence it is
said,  “Is Saul also among the prophets?”

f Gk: Heb lacks from

3The Hebrew verb ma4lak, which means  “to be king,” is apparently in 
view. The spelling in the LXX may have contributed to this misunder-
standing.   4Mt 4:16.   5Lk 24:5; Mt 28:6.   6Mt 28:6; Mk 16:6.   
7GNTIP 209*.   8NPNF 1 9:37.
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Overview: It is like water to the soul to be moti-
vated to pursue godliness by the examples of an-
cient history (Bede). As David fled from the 
contagion of a cruel and treacherous man, the 
perfect soul renounces the vices in material goods 
and cleaves to God. Fleeing from sin is glorious, 
not shameful (Ambrose). As Saul demonstrates, 
possessing the spirit of prophecy does not indi-
cate that one is God’s child. Not unlike Caiaphas, 
Saul had the gift of prophecy yet without charity 
(Augustine). Fortuitous circumstance is some-
times the cause of prophecy, as indicated by the 
unexpected prophecies of Saul and his men (Ori-
gen). Saul illustrates how a person may unwit-
tingly advocate for the one that he was 
contending against (Gregory of Nyssa).

19:18 David Flees to Samuel

David Replaces Saul. Bede: David was allot-
ted the kingdom of the Israelites in place of Saul. 
He was a humble, innocent and gentle exile, yet 
he was for a long time tormented by [Saul’s] 
unjust persecution. . . . Whoever upon hearing 
these things begins to strive after humility and 
innocence and to drive pride and envy from his 
heart, has, as it were, found a draught of the 
clearest water, by which he may be refreshed. But 
if he recognizes that Saul signifies those who per-
secute, and David signifies Christ and the church; 
and if he recognizes that on account of the [perse-
cutors’] lack of faith, both their material and spir-
itual sovereignty has been destroyed, while the 
reign of Christ and the church will always 
remain; [with this understanding] he will per-
ceive a cup of wine made from the water, for he 
will know that he is reading not only about that 
king but about his own life and reign, where 
before he read [the story] as if it were an ancient 
history about others. Homilies on the Gospels 
1.14.1

Flight from Vice. Ambrose: Moreover the 
perfect soul turns away from matter, shuns and 
rejects everything that is excessive or inconstant 

or wicked, and neither sees nor approaches this 
earthly defilement and corruption. It is attentive 
to things divine but shuns earthly matter. But its 
flight is not to depart from the earth but to 
remain on earth, to hold to justice and temper-
ance, to renounce the vices in material goods, not 
their use. Holy David fled from the face of Saul, 
not indeed to depart from the earth but to turn 
away from the contagion of a cruel, disobedient 
and treacherous man. He fled, cleaving to God, 
just as he himself said,  “My soul has stuck fast to 
you.”2 Isaac, or the Soul 3.6.3

A Glorious Flight. Ambrose: Therefore let 
us not be ashamed to flee, for this flight is a glori-
ous one, to flee from the face of sin. . . . Thus did 
David, too, flee from the face of King Saul, and 
from the face of Absalom.4 Indeed, in his flight he 
brought about an increase of holiness, for he 
spared a treacherous assailant and sought after a 
parricide. Flight from the World 4.19.5

19:20-24 Saul and His Messengers Prophesy

The Children of God. Augustine: For all 
who do not love God are strangers, are anti-
christs. And though they come to the churches, 
they cannot be numbered among the children of 
God. That fountain of life does not belong to 
them. To have baptism is possible even for a bad 
person; to prophesy is possible even for a bad per-
son. We find that king Saul prophesied: he was 
persecuting holy David, yet he was filled with the 
spirit of prophecy and began to prophesy. Homi-
lies on 1 John 7.6.6

The Cause of Prophecy. Origen: Now, it 
seems to me that fortuitous circumstance also is 
sometimes the cause of prophesying, as is true in 
the present case of Caiaphas.7 He was high priest 
of that year [in which] Jesus was to die for the 
people that the whole nation might not perish.8 

1CS 110:141*.   2Ps 63:8 (62:8 LXX).    3FC 65:14.   42 Sam 15:14.   5FC 
65:296.   6NPNF 1 7:503*.   7See Jn 18:14.   8See Jn 18:13.
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For although others were high priests . . . no one 
prophesies except the high priest of the year in 
which Jesus was to suffer.

And it was fortuitous circumstance that 
caused the messengers of Saul to prophesy when 
they were sent to David, along with Saul himself. 
For it is as if the fact that they were seeking 
David became the cause of their prophecy, such 
as it was, as has been recorded. Commentary on 
the Gospel of John 28.175-76.9

Prophecy Without Charity. Augustine:
The book of Kings [Samuel] gives us an example 
about prophecy.10 Saul was the persecutor of 
David. When he was persecuting him, he sent 
guards to drag him away to punishment, and 
those who were sent to bring David to be slain 
found him among the prophets; and Samuel was 
there too. . . . So he had fled to the place where 
besides Samuel, the most distinguished of all the 
prophets, there were also many other prophets. 
Pushing their way among them, while they were 
prophesying, came the emissaries of Saul, to drag 
him off, as I said, to death. The spirit of God 
leaped upon them and they began to prophesy, 
having come to lead a holy and just man of God 
to the execution block and snatch him away from 
among the prophets. They were suddenly filled 
with the spirit of God and turned into prophets. 
It’s possible this happened because of their inno-
cence; after all, they hadn’t come of their own ac-
cord to arrest him but had been sent by their 
king. And perhaps they had indeed come to the 
place where David was but weren’t going to do 
what Saul had told them to; perhaps they too 
were intending to stay there. Because such things 
even happen today. Sometimes a bailiff is sent by 
high authority to drag somebody out of the 
church; he dare not act against God, and in order 
not to face execution himself he stays there, in the 
place he was sent, to haul someone out of it. So 
you could say, pleasantly surprised and relieved, 
that these men suddenly became prophets be-
cause they were innocent; the very gift of proph-
ecy bore witness to their innocence. They came 

because they were sent, but they weren’t going to 
do what that bad man had told them to. Let us 
believe that about them.

Others were sent; the Spirit of God leaped on 
them too, and they too began to prophesy. Let’s 
count them too with the first lot as being quite 
innocent. A third lot were sent; the same hap-
pened to them too; let them all be innocent. 
When they delayed and what Saul had ordered 
wasn’t done, he came himself. Was he too inno-
cent? Was he also sent by some authority, and not 
ill-intentioned of his own free will? Yet the Spirit 
of God leaped on him too, and he began to proph-
esy. There you are, Saul is prophesying, he has 
the gift of prophecy, but he has not got charity. 
He has become a kind of instrument to be 
touched by the Spirit, not one to be cleansed by 
the Spirit. The Spirit of God, you see, touches 
some hearts to set them prophesying, and yet 
does not cleanse them. . . . And so the Spirit of 
God did not cleanse Saul the persecutor, but all 
the same it touched him to make him prophesy.

Caiaphas, the chief priest, was a persecutor of 
Christ; and yet he uttered a prophecy when he 
said,  “It is right and proper that one man should 
die, and not the whole nation perish.” The Evan-
gelist went on to explain this as a prophecy and 
said,  “He did not, however, say this of himself, 
but being high priest, he prophesied.”11 Caiaphas 
prophesied, Saul prophesied; they had the gift of 
prophecy, but they didn’t have charity. Did 
Caiaphas have charity, considering he persecuted 
the Son of God, who was brought to us by char-
ity? Did Saul have charity, who persecuted the 
one by whose hand he had been delivered from 
his enemies, so that he was guilty not only of 
envy but also of ingratitude? So we have proved 
that it is possible for you to have prophesy and 
not to have charity. But prophecy does you no 
good, according to the apostle:  “If I do not have 
charity,” he says,  “I am nothing.”12 He doesn’t say,  
“Prophesy is nothing,” or  “Faith is nothing,” but  

 9FC 89:328.   101 Samuel through 2 Kings were known as 1 Kings 
through 4 Kings in the LXX and Vg.   11Jn 11:50-51.   121 Cor 13:2.
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“I myself am nothing, if I don’t have charity.” So 
while he has great gifts, he is nothing; although 
he has great gifts, he is nothing; because these 
great gifts which he has, he doesn’t have to his 
benefit but to his condemnation. It isn’t a great 
thing to have great gifts; but it is a great thing to 
use great gifts well; but you don’t use them well if 
you haven’t got charity. The fact is, it is only a 
good will that uses anything well; but there can-
not be a good will where charity is not to be 
found. Sermon 162a.13

Overcome by Grace. Gregory of Nyssa: 
For by the arguments by which he [Eunomius] 

endeavors to destroy the truth, he is often himself 
unwittingly drawn into an advocacy of the very 
doctrines against which he is contending. Some 
such thing the history tells us concerning Saul . . . 
when moved with wrath against the prophets, he 
was overcome by grace and was found as one of 
the inspired (the Spirit of prophecy willing, as I 
suppose, to instruct the apostate by means of 
himself ) whence the surprising nature of the 
event became a proverb . . . history records such 
an expression by way of wonder,  “Is Saul also 
among the prophets?” Against Eunomius 3.4.14

2 0 : 1 - 1 1  D A V I D  R E T U R N S  T O  J O N A T H A N

Then David fled from Naioth in Ramah, and came and said before Jonathan, “What have I
done? What is my guilt? And what is my sin before your father, that he seeks my life?” 2And he
said to him, “Far from it! You shall not die. Behold, my father does nothing either great or small
without disclosing it to me; and why should my father hide this from me? It is not so.” 3But David
replied,g “Your father knows well that I have found favor in your eyes; and he thinks, ‘Let not
Jonathan know this, lest he be grieved.’ But truly, as the Lord lives and as your soul lives, there is
but a step between me and death.” 4Then said Jonathan to David, “Whatever you* say, I will do
for you.”

g Gk: Heb swore again *Heb naps\e6ka; Gk psyche4 

Overview: The apostle Paul uses the word flesh 
to refer to the depraved will, not to posit a con-
trast between the body and the soul (Chrysos-
tom).

20:4 Whatever You Say, I Will Do for You

The Flesh Is the Depraved Will. Chrysos-
tom: Here1 some make the charge that the apos-
tle has divided the human being into two parts, 

and that he states that a human’s combined 
essence conflicts with itself, and that the body 
has a contest with the soul.2 But this is clearly not 
so, for by  “the flesh” he does not mean the body; 
if he did, what would be the sense of the clause 
immediately following,  “for it lusts,” he says,  

1Gal 5:17.   2This conflict would be affirmed by Hellenistic dualists, 
who believed that matter (i.e., the body) was evil while the spirit or 
soul was good.

13WSA 3 5:153-54.   14NPNF 2 5:145.
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“against the Spirit”? Yet the body does not move 
but is moved, is not an agent but is acted upon. 
How then does it lust, for lust belongs to the soul 
not to the body, for in another place it is said,  
“My soul longs,”3 and,  “Whatever your soul4 
desires, I will even do it for you” . . . and  “So my 
soul pants.”5 Therefore when Paul says,  “the flesh 
lusts against the Spirit,” he means that the flesh is 

not the human body but the depraved will, as 
where he says,  “But you are not in the flesh, but 
in the Spirit,”6 and again,  “Those who are in the 
flesh cannot please God.”7 Commentary on 
Galatians 5.8

2 0 : 1 2 - 2 5  J O N A T H A N ’ S  P L A N  T O  T E S T

S A U L ’ S  I N T E N T I O N S

12And Jonathan said to David, “The Lord, the God of Israel, be witness!i When I have sounded
my father, about this time tomorrow, or the third day, behold, if he is well disposed toward David,
shall I not then send and disclose it to you? 13But should it please my father to do you harm, the
Lord do so to Jonathan and more also, if I do not disclose it to you, and send you away, that you
may go in safety. May the Lord be with you, as he has been with my father.”

i Heb lacks be witness

Overview: David trusted Jonathan, a man of 
good will, even though he foresaw Saul’s inten-
tions more clearly (Ambrose).

20:12-13 Jonathan Promises to Disclose 
Saul’s Intentions

A Man of Good Will. Ambrose: But good 
will also goes together with generosity, for gener-
osity really starts from it, seeing that the habit of 
giving comes after the desire to give. But generos-
ity may be distinguished from good will. For 
where generosity is lacking, there good may 

abide—the parent, as it were, of all in common, 
uniting and binding friendships together. It is 
faithful in counsel, joyful in times of prosperity, 
and in times of sorrow sad. So it happens that 
any one trusts himself to the counsels of a man of 
good will rather than to those of a wise one, as 
David did. For he, though he was the more far-
seeing, agreed to the counsels of Jonathan, who 
was the younger. Duties of the Clergy 
1.32.167.1

3Ps 84:2 (83:2 LXX).   4Gk psyche4.   5Ps 42:1 (41:1 LXX).   6Rom 8:9.   
7Rom 8:8.   8NPNF 1 13:40-41*.

1NPNF 2 10:28*.
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2 0 : 2 6 - 4 2  J O N A T H A N  H E L P S  D A V I D  E S C A P E

26Yet Saul did not say anything that day; for he thought, “Something has befallen him; he is not
clean, surely he is not clean.” 27But on the second day, the morrow after the new moon, David’s
place was empty. And Saul said to Jonathan his son, “Why has not the son of Jesse come to the
meal, either yesterday or today?” 28Jonathan answered Saul, “David earnestly asked leave of me to
go to Bethlehem; 29he said, ‘Let me go; for our family holds a sacrifice in the city, and my brother
has commanded me to be there. So now, if I have found favor in your eyes, let me get away, and see
my brothers.’ For this reason he has not come to the king’s table.”

30Then Saul’s anger was kindled against Jonathan, and he said to him, “You son of a perverse,
rebellious woman, do I not know that you have chosen the son of Jesse to your own shame, and to
the shame of your mother’s nakedness? 31For as long as the son of Jesse lives upon the earth, neither
you nor your kingdom shall be established. Therefore send and fetch him to me, for he shall surely
die.” 32Then Jonathan answered Saul his father,  “Why should he be put to death? What has he
done?” 33But Saul cast his spear at him to smite him; so Jonathan knew that his father was deter-
mined to put David to death. 34And Jonathan rose from the table in fierce anger and ate no food
the second day of the month, for he was grieved for David, because his father had disgraced him.

Overview: By referring to David as the  “son of 
Jesse,” Saul attempted to diminish David’s glory 
by putting his low birth on display. Despite his 
father’s severe reproach, Jonathan demonstrates 
the nature of love in his affection for David 
(Chrysostom). As Jonathan exemplifies, a friend-
ship that seeks virtue is rightly to be preferred to 
wealth, power and personal safety. Saul at-
tempted to spear Jonathan because he thought 
that his son esteemed David’s friendship more 
highly than his family’s (Ambrose).

20:27 Saul Asks About David’s Absence

The Son of Jesse. Chrysostom: As for Saul, 
he hated and abhorred David so much after the 
countless good services which he had done, after 
his brilliant triumphs, and the salvation which he 
had wrought in the matter of Goliath, that Saul 
could not bear to mention him by his own name 
but called him after his father. For once when a 
festival was at hand, and Saul, having devised 

some treachery against him and contrived a cruel 
plot, did not see him arrive— “where,” said he,  “is 
the son of Jesse?” He called him by his father’s 
name because he thought to damage the distin-
guished position of that righteous man by a refer-
ence to his low birth—a miserable and despicable 
thought. For certainly, even if he had some accu-
sation to bring against the father this could in no 
way injure David. For each man is answerable for 
his own deeds, and by these he can be praised and 
accused. But, as it was, not having any evil deed 
to mention, Saul brought forward his low birth, 
expecting by this means to throw his glory into 
the shade, which in fact was the height of folly. 
For what kind of offence is it to be the child of 
insignificant and humble parents? Saul, however, 
did not understand true wisdom in these things.
Homily to Those Who Had Not Attended 
the Assembly 6.1

1NPNF 1 9:230*.
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20:30-34 Saul’s Anger Against Jonathan

Love and Shame. Chrysostom: For love  “does 
nothing unseemly,” but as it were with certain 
golden wings covers up all the offenses of the 
beloved. Thus also Jonathan loved David and 
heard the scorn of his father as one . . . “who has 
nothing of a man, but lives to the shame of him-
self and the mother who bore you.” What then? 
Did he grieve at these things, and hide his face 
and turn away from his beloved [David]? No, 
quite the contrary; he displayed his fondness as 
an ornament. And yet the one was at that time a 
king, and a king’s son, even Jonathan; the other a 
fugitive and a wanderer, David. But not even in 
this circumstance was he ashamed of his friend-
ship.  “For love does not act inappropriately.” This 
is its remarkable quality that it not only does not 
suffer the injured to grieve and feel irritated but 
even disposes him to rejoice. Accordingly, the one 
of whom we are speaking, after all these things, 
just as though he had a crown put on him, went 
away and fell on David’s neck. For love does not 
know what sort of thing shame is. Therefore it 
glories in those things for which another hides 
his face. The shame is in  “not knowing how to 
love” rather than  “incurring danger and enduring 
all for the beloved” when you do love. Homilies 

on 1 Corinthians 33.2.2

A Friendship That Seeks Virtue. 
Ambrose: For that commendable friendship 
which maintains virtue is to be preferred most 
certainly to wealth or honors or power. It is not 
apt to be preferred to virtue indeed, but to follow 
after it. So it was with Jonathan, who for his affec-
tion’s sake avoided neither his father’s displeasure 
nor the danger to his own safety. Duties of the 
Clergy 3.21.124.3

Great Esteem for David. Ambrose: Who 
would not have loved him [David], when they 
saw how dear he was to his friends? For as he 
truly loved his friends, so he thought that he was 
loved as much in return by his own friends. No, 
parents put him even before their own children, 
and children loved him more than their parents. 
Therefore Saul was very angry and strove to 
strike Jonathan his son with a spear because he 
thought that David’s friendship held a higher 
place in his esteem than either filial piety or a 
father’s authority. Duties of the Clergy 
2.7.36.4

2 1 : 1 - 6  A H I M E L E C H  A I D S  D A V I D

1Then came David to Nob to Ahimelech the priest; and Ahimelech came to meet David trem-
bling, and said to him, “Why are you alone, and no one with you?” 2And David said to Ahimelech
the priest, “The king has charged me with a matter, and said to me, ‘Let no one know anything of
the matter about which I send you, and with which I have charged you.’ I have made an appoint-
ment with the young men for such and such a place. 3Now then, what have you at hand? Give me
five loaves of bread, or whatever is here.” 4And the priest answered David, “I have no common
bread at hand, but there is holy bread; if only the young men have kept themselves from women.”

2NPNF 1 12:196**.   3NPNF 2 10:87*.   4NPNF 2 10:49*.
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5And David answered the priest, “Of a truth women have been kept from us as always when I go
on an expedition; the vessels of the young men are holy, even when it is a common journey; how
much more today will their vessels be holy?” 6So the priest gave him the holy bread; for there was
no bread there but the bread of the Presence, which is removed from before the Lord, to be
replaced by hot bread on the day it is taken away.

Overview: Even if we are utterly alone, if we 
possess God’s grace we are the most secure of all 
(Chrysostom). Although lying, as well as other 
base behaviors, was permissible for the holy men 
of old, it is utterly forbidden by the gospel (Cas-
sian). David was allowed to eat the holy bread 
because, although not a priest in the formal sense, 
he was considered one since he was a temple of 
the Holy Spirit (Ephrem). Christ and his disci-
ples assuaged their hunger by breaking the sab-
bath. This finds warrant in David’s procurement 
of the holy bread, which illustrates the dispensa-
tion from fasting allowed to the sabbath day 
(Tertullian). By eating the holy loaves, David 
shows that he foresaw the prophetic mysteries of 
a new grace (Ambrose). As David’s son, Christ is 
testified to in Scripture as both king and priest by 
David’s kingship and priestly act of eating the 
show bread (Augustine).

21:1 David Goes to Nob

The Greatest Security. Chrysostom: In 
similar fashion, whenever we have God on our 
side, even if we are utterly alone, we will live more 
securely than those who dwell in the cities. After 
all, the grace of God is the greatest security and 
the most impregnable fortification. To prove to 
you how the person who, in fact, lives utterly 
alone turns out to be more secure and efficacious 
than a person living in the middle of cities and 
enjoying plenty of human assistance, let us see 
how David, though shifting from place to place 
and living like a nomad, was protected by the 
hand from above, whereas Saul, who in fact was 
in the middle of cities and had armies at his com-
mand, bodyguards and shieldbearers as well, still 
spent each day in fear and dread of enemy 

assaults. Whereas the one man, although alone 
and with no one else in his company, had no need 
of assistance from human beings, the other, by 
contrast, needed his help, despite wearing a dia-
dem and being clad in purple. The king stood in 
need of the shepherd; the wearer of the crown 
had need of the peasant. Homilies on Genesis 
46.8.1

21:2 David Lies to Ahimelech the Priest

Lying Utterly Forbidden. John Cassian:
No wonder that these dispensations were up-
rightly made use of in the Old Testament and 
that holy men sometimes lied in praiseworthy or 
at least in pardonable fashion, since we see that 
far greater things were permitted them because it 
was a time of beginnings. For what is there to 
wonder at that when the blessed David was flee-
ing Saul and Ahimelech the priest asked him,  
“Why are you alone, and no one is with you?” he 
replied and said,  “The king gave me a commis-
sion and said, Let no one know the reason why 
you were sent, for I have also appointed my ser-
vants to such and such a place”? And again:  “Do 
you have a spear or a sword at hand? For I did not 
bring my sword and my weapons with me because 
the king’s business was urgent”? Or what hap-
pened when he was brought to Achish, the king 
of Gath, and made believe that he was insane and 
raging, and  “changed his countenance before 
them, and fell down between their hands, and 
dashed himself against the door of the gate, and 
his spittle ran down his beard”?2 For, after all, 
they lawfully enjoyed flocks of wives and concu-
bines, and no sin was imputed to them on this ac-

1FC 87:8.   21 Sam 21:13.  



1 Samuel 21:1-6

293

count. Besides that, they also frequently spilled 
their enemies’ blood with their own hands, and 
this was held not only to be irreprehensible but 
even praiseworthy.

We see that, in the light of the gospel, these 
things have been utterly forbidden, such that 
none of them can be committed without very 
serious sin and sacrilege. Likewise we believe that 
no lie, in however pious a form, can be made use 
of by anyone in a pardonable way, to say nothing 
of praiseworthily, according to the words of the 
Lord:  “Let your speech be yes, yes, no, no. What-
ever is more than these is from the evil one.”3 The 
apostle also agrees with this:  “Do not lie to one 
another.”4 Conference 17.18.1-2.5

21:3-6 Ahimelech Offers David the Holy 
Bread

David the Priest. Ephrem the Syrian: Our 
Lord put forward the clear example of David, who 
was not accused either over this, as he was over 
something else. It was not permissible, he said, for 
David to eat [the holy bread] since he was not a 
priest. However, he was a priest, because he was a 
temple of the Spirit. Because they did not under-
stand this, he openly proved them wrong with 
regard to their own [position]:  “The priests were 
defiling the sabbath in the temple, and they were 
not guilty of sin.”6 Another element is depicted for 
us there. Before David was persecuted, he partook 
of the bread with authority. Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron 5.24.7

A Sabbath Dispensation. Tertullian: 
When the disciples had been hungry on the sab-
bath and had plucked some ears [of grain] and 
rubbed them in their hands, they violated the 
holy day by so preparing their food. Yet Christ 
excuses them and even became their accomplice 
in breaking the sabbath.8 . . . For from the Cre-
ator’s Scripture and from the purpose of Christ 
there is derived a vivid precedent from David’s 
example when he went into the temple on the 
sabbath and provided food by boldly breaking up 

the show bread. Even he remembered that this 
privilege (the dispensation from fasting) was 
allowed on the sabbath from the very beginning, 
from when the sabbath itself was instituted. For 
although the Creator had forbidden that the 
manna should be gathered for two days, he per-
mitted it on only one occasion—the day before 
the sabbath—so that the previous day’s provision 
of food might free them from fasting on the fol-
lowing sabbath. Therefore the Lord had good rea-
son for pursuing the same principle in the  
“annulling” of the sabbath (since that is the word 
which people will use). He had good reason, too, 
for expressing the Creator’s will, when he 
bestowed the privilege of not fasting on the sab-
bath.9 In short, might he have—right then and 
there—put an end not only to the sabbath but to 
the Creator himself if he had commanded his dis-
ciples to fast on the sabbath, as this would have 
been contrary to the intention of the Scripture 
and of the Creator’s will. But is he alien from the 
Creator because he did not directly defend his 
disciples but excuses them? Or because he inter-
poses human need, as if deprecating censure? Or 
because he maintains the honor of the sabbath as 
a day which is to be free from gloom rather than 
from work? Or because he puts David and his 
companions on a level with his own disciples in 
their fault and their validation? Or because he is 
pleased to endorse the Creator’s indulgence? Or 
because he is himself good according to his exam-
ple—is he therefore alien from the Creator?
Against Marcion 4.12.10

Christ Excuses. Ambrose: Even if they 
accuse, yet Christ excuses,11 and he makes the 
souls that he wishes, that follow him, similar to 
David, who ate the loaves of proposition outside 
of the law—for even then he foresaw in his mind 
the prophetic mysteries of a new grace. Isaac, or 
the Soul 6.56.12

3Jas 5:12.   4Col 3:9.   5ACW 57:596-97.   6Mt 12:5.   7ECTD 106*.   
8See Mt 12:1-8.   9See Ex 16:4-5.   10ANF 3:362-63**.   11Lk 6:3-5.   
12FC 65:46*.
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Both King and Priest. Augustine: In many 
other testimonies of the divine Scriptures, Christ 
appears both as king and as priest. With good rea-
son, therefore, he is declared to be David’s son 
more frequently than he is said to be Abraham’s 
son. Matthew and Luke have both affirmed this: 
the one viewing him [David] as the person from 
whom, through Solomon, his [ Jesus’] lineage can 
be traced down, and the other taking him [David] 

for the person to whom, through Nathan, his 
[ Jesus’] genealogy can be carried up. So he [David] 
did represent the role of a priest, although he was 
patently a king, when he ate the show bread. For it 
was not lawful for any one to eat that, except the 
priests alone. Harmony of the Gospels 1.3.5.13

2 1 : 7 - 1 5  D A V I D  F L E E S  T O  A C H I S H ,  K I N G  O F  G A T H

10And David rose and fled that day from Saul, and went to Achish the king of Gath. 11And the
servants of Achish said to him, “Is not this David the king of the land? Did they not sing to one
another of him in dances,

‘Saul has slain his thousands,
and David his ten thousands’?”

12And David took these words to heart, and was much afraid of Achish the king of Gath. 13So
he changed his behavior before them, and feigned himself mad in their hands, and made marks on
the doors of the gate, and let his spittle run down his beard. 

Overview: Scripture’s figurative expressions 
and actions, like David’s pretense of insanity, 
should be judged as prophecies, which are veiled 
to exercise the mind and to increase their mean-
ing (Augustine). Signifying a great mystery, 
David’s spittle represents the Scriptures flowing 
with abundant strength (Cassiodorus).

21:13 David Feigns Insanity

A Figurative Expression. Augustine: All 
these modes of expression will be thought lies, if 
a figurative expression or action is to be consid-
ered a lie. But, if it is not a lie when signs signify-
ing one thing are put for another to serve the 
understanding of a truth, certainly that should 
not be judged a lie either which Jacob did or said 

to his father in order to be blessed, or what 
Joseph said in sporting with his brothers,1 or 
David’s pretense of insanity, or other signs of the 
same kind. They should be judged as prophetic 
expressions and actions set forth for the under-
standing of those things which are true. Those 
things are veiled in figures, in garments as it were, 
in order that they may exercise the mind of the 
pious inquirer and not become cheap for being 
bare and obvious. Although we have learned their 
meaning stated openly and plainly in other places, 
still, when they are dug out of obscurity, they are 
somehow recreated in our knowledge and thus 
become sweet. A student is not hindered because 
they are shrouded in this way. On the contrary, 

1Gen 42. 

13NPNF 1 6:79**.
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they are rendered more acceptable: for being 
remote they are more ardently desired, and for 
being desired they are more joyfully discovered.
Against Lying 10.24.2

Evidence of a Great Mystery. Cas-
siodorus: When Saul was pursuing David, 
David fled to king Achish, and since through the 
motive of jealousy he was suspected there, he 
carefully changed his countenance, covering his 
face with spittle so that he would be thought to 
be diabolically possessed and thus released 
unharmed as an object of pity. But these and 
other deeds were accomplished by David as evi-
dence of a great mystery, for he showed that the 
spittle, which represented the holy Scriptures, 

was running down his beard, that is, had great 
strength. The significance of these things led to 
the substitution of the name of Abimelech, mean-
ing  “kingdom of my father,” for Achish, to whom 
David had fled. Clearly this incident aptly refers 
to the Lord Christ, through whom the glorious 
Father with most holy devotion undertook ser-
vice to the world. The expression  “who dismissed 
him” refers to king Abimelech;  “and he went his 
way” means that David departed to another 
region because, as we have said, he had begun to 
be suspected. Exposition of the Psalms 
33(34).1.3

2 2 : 1 - 5  D A V I D  G A I N S  S U P P O R T

A N D  F L E E S  T O  J U D A H

1David departed from there and escaped to the cave of Adullam; and when his brothers and all
his father’s house heard it, they went down there to him. 2And every one who was in distress, and
every one who was in debt, and every one who was discontented, gathered to him; and he became
captain over them. And there were with him about four hundred men.

Overview: David’s presence in the cave is analo-
gous to the bodily existence of the just, who are 
engaged repeatedly in spiritual battles (Am-
brose). The flight of those who are persecuted 
speaks volumes against those who persecute, only 
later to become the persecutor’s undoing (Atha-
nasius). Bede reads the story of David’s escape as 
an allegory for Christ and the church: As relatives 
and discontents join David, the elect and the re-
pentant who come to Christ are signified while 
the four hundred men suggest the unity of the 
four Gospels.

22:1-2 David’s Escape and Growing 
Contingent

The Struggles of the Just. Ambrose: For 
the just engage in many struggles. Does an athlete 
contend only once? How often, after he has won 
many victor’s crowns, is he overcome in another 
contest! How often it happens that one who has 
frequently gained the victory sometimes hesitates 
and is held fast in uncertainty! And it frequently 
comes to pass that a brave man is contending 
with brave men and greater struggles arise, where 

2FC 16:154.   3ACW 51:324-25*.
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proofs of strength are greater. Thus, when David 
sought to flee to avoid the adversary, he also did 
not find his wings.1 He was driven here and there 
in an uncertain struggle. . . . But David is still in 
the cave—that is, in the flesh—in the cavern of 
his body, as it were, as he fights with King Saul, 
the son of hardness, and with the power of that 
spiritual prince who is not visible but is compre-
hensible. Flight from the World 5.28.2

Flight from Persecution. Athanasius: 
For if it is a bad thing to flee, it is much worse to 
persecute. The one party hides himself to escape 
death, the other persecutes with a desire to kill. It 
is written in the Scriptures that we ought to flee; 
but he that seeks to destroy transgresses the law 
and also is himself the occasion of the other’s 
flight. If then they [the Arians] reproach me with 
my flight, let them be more ashamed of their own 
persecution. Let them cease to conspire, and 
those who flee will immediately cease to do so. 
But they, instead of giving up their wickedness, 
are employing every means to obtain possession 
of my person, not perceiving that the flight of 
those who are persecuted is a strong argument 
against those who persecute. For no one flees 
from the gentle and the humane, but from the 
cruel and the evil-minded.

“Every one that was in distress and every one 
that was in debt” fled from Saul and took refuge 
with David. But this is the reason why these men 
[those persecuting Athanasius] desire to cut off 
those who are in concealment, that there may be 
no evidence forthcoming of their own wicked-
ness. But in this their minds seem to be blinded 
with their usual error. For the more the flight of 
their enemies becomes known, so much the more 
notorious will be the destruction or the banish-
ment which their treachery has brought upon 
them. So whether they kill them outright, their 
death will be the more loudly noised abroad 

against them, or whether they drive them into 
banishment, they will but be sending forth every-
where monuments of their own iniquity. 
Defense of His Flight 8.3 

Clinging to Christ and His Teaching. 
Bede: When Christ stays among the humble, all 
the elect come down to him by humbling them-
selves. They come whether they are men, who are 
his brothers because he himself was made man, 
or angels, who are most of all his father’s house 
and the place of the dwelling of his glory. Also 
they come who are pressed down by the aware-
ness of their sin and long by their bitter tears of 
penance to be washed and freed from their debt, 
that is, the debt of sin which the devil bestowed 
on them. With Christ as their leader, they hope 
to be brought into the joys of the kingdom.

 “And about four hundred men joined him.” All 
who stand in the faith cling to the Lord, as they 
behave bravely, strengthen their hearts and are 
called to hope for, seek and obtain the realms of 
heaven through the teaching of the gospel. This 
doctrine is sealed in the most beautiful unity of 
the four books. The number hundred is often 
sought as the first fruitful number after so many 
preceding fruitless numbers, just as it is said that 
when the labors here below have been completed, 
God opens the entrance to the kingdom above. It 
is well worth noting that the events in the cave of 
Adullum, which we have explained as we had the 
strength, can be applied to the early church. Con-
sequently they are not unbecoming to be appro-
priated to the state of the whole church. For 
whatever things have special application to our 
age, that is, the age of the Gentiles, have a view to 
the church. Four Books on 1 Samuel 3.22.4

1See Ps 139:9 (138:9 LXX).   2FC 65:303*.   3NPNF 2 4:257-58*.   
4CCL 119:204.
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2 2 : 6 - 1 0  S A U L  L E A R N S  O F  D A V I D ’ S  A C T I O N S

7And Saul said to his servants who stood about him, “Hear now, you Benjaminites; will the son
of Jesse give every one of you fields and vineyards, will he make you all commanders of thousands
and commanders of hundreds, 8that all of you have conspired against me? No one discloses to me
when my son makes a league with the son of Jesse, none of you is sorry for me or discloses to me
that my son has stirred up my servant against me, to lie in wait, as at this day.” 9Then answered
Doeg the Edomite, who stood by the servants of Saul, “I saw the son of Jesse coming to Nob, to
Ahimelech the son of Ahitub, 10and he inquired of the Lord for him, and gave him provisions, and
gave him the sword of Goliath the Philistine.”

Overview: As a tender of mules, which signify 
the evil, sterile nature that is not of God’s cre-
ation, Doeg represents the wicked angel who 
draws human souls to evil (Gregory of Nyssa).

22:9-10 Doeg the Edomite

The Wicked Angel. Gregory of Nyssa: I am 
taught through these words that whenever 
understanding guides my life like it did the life of 
the great David, that this carries me through to 
the end of the victory. And then I grieve espe-
cially for Doeg, the tyrant of my salvation, when-
ever I am in the house of the priest and when the 
attendant of the mules1 plots against me secretly 
because he no longer has the power to come to 
grips with me face to face, by informing the one 
who thirsts for my blood that I am staying with 
the priest.

It’s obvious what the mules represent, which 
this Edomite has charge over. He tends that ster-
ile nature which has no room for God’s blessing 
that sets fruitfulness in the creature in the begin-
ning by saying  “increase and multiply.”2 Multipli-
cation in evil, like the continuation of the species 
of mules, is not of God. As the animal is always 
begun anew, this sterile nature of the creature is 
produced by trickery and is achieved underhand-
edly by means of the nature itself.

But the goal intended by the Word is obvious 
in what has been said. For if everything that the 
Lord made was very good,3 and the mule is not 
part of what was made in creation, it is obvious 
that  “mule” has been used by the story to indicate 
evil. Its existence does not come from God, and it 
lacks the ability to propagate in order to make its 
characteristic nature endure. As the mule is 
unable to maintain its nature by itself, so evil 
lacks the ability to remain forever or preserve 
itself. Like with mules, another evil comes into 
being when it is created by another, when what is 
noble and splendid in our nature, and perhaps 
also haughty, sinks to the desire for a union 
which is ass-like and irrational.

That foreigner Doeg, then, who became the 
messenger to Saul against David, the herdsman 
of the sterile herd of mules, is the wicked angel 
who draws the human soul to evil through the 
various passions of sin. Whenever he sees that 
the soul is in the house of the true priest, being 
unable to strike it with the kicks of the mules, he 
informs the ruler of wickedness,  “the spirit which 
is at work in the sons of disobedience.”4 On the 
Inscriptions of the Psalms 2.13.179-82.5

1The LXX describes Doeg as the tender of Saul’s mules (1 Sam 21:7; 
22:9).   2Gen 1:28.   3Gen 1:31.   4Eph 2:2.   5GNTIP 178-79**.
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2 2 : 1 1 - 2 3  T H E  C I T Y  O F  N O B  I S  A T T A C K E D

11Then the king sent to summon Ahimelech* the priest, the son of Ahitub, and all his father’s
house, the priests who were at Nob; and all of them came to the king. . . . 16And the king said, “You
shall surely die, Ahimelech, you and all your father’s house.” 17And the king said to the guard who
stood about him, “Turn and kill the priests of the Lord; because their hand also is with David, and
they knew that he fled, and did not disclose it to me.” But the servants of the king would not put
forth their hand to fall upon the priests of the Lord.18Then the king said to Doeg, “You turn and fall
upon the priests.” And Doeg the Edomite turned and fell upon the priests, and he killed on that day
eighty-five persons who wore the linen ephod. 19And Nob, the city of the priests, he put to the sword;
both men and women, children and sucklings, oxen, asses and sheep, he put to the sword.

* LXX Abimelech

Overview: Doeg the Edomite, whose name 
means  “earthquakes,” is rightly understood as a 
figure for the antichrist who will make martyrs 
and disturb the whole world (Cassiodorus). 
Those who persecuted David and the son of 
David share a common guilt for shedding inno-
cent blood (Ephrem). Doeg and David represent 
earthly and heavenly persons, respectively (Au-
gustine). Jerome looks into the meaning of 
ephod and related textual problems.

22:18-19 Doeg Kills the Priests of Nob

Doeg the Antichrist. Cassiodorus: When 
David was fleeing from Saul, he came to the 
priest Abimelech. He was received by him and 
obtained the loaves of proposition1 and the sword 
with which he had slain Goliath. The loaves of 
proposition denoted his role as priest, the conse-
crated sword his future rank as most powerful 
king. The Edomite Doeg happened to be there in 
charge of the mules and reported everything to 
King Saul. Then Saul was angry and caused 
Abimelech and the other priests of the same city 
to be slain by Doeg. This Doeg through whom 
such events occurred was called the Edomite 
from the name of his land. The names combined, 
according to the authority of the fathers,2 mean  

“earthquakes.” Such meaning attached to the 
names is rightly related to the acts of antichrist, 
for Doeg the Edomite was the foe of David, just 
as antichrist will be the enemy of Christ. Doeg 
destroyed priests; antichrist will make martyrs. 
Doeg through the meaning of his name denotes 
earthquakes; antichrist will disturb the whole 
world when with sacrilegious presumption he 
will constrain it to worship his name.3 So anti-
christ is rightly understood by the name of Doeg 
the Edomite, since he is seen to be similar to him 
in these striking parallels. Exposition of the 
Psalms 51.1-2.4

Correlating Past Events. Ephrem the 
Syrian: Indeed, when Saul heard that the priests 
had helped David unwittingly, he had them 
brought to him, and he killed them. It was fitting 
for you too that innocent blood be hung about 
your neck, as was Saul’s case. But the Son of 
David escaped from your hands amid the Gen-
tiles. David was persecuted by Saul, just as the 
Son was by Herod.5 The priests were slain 
because of David, and the infants because of our 

1The holy bread (1 Sam 21:6).   2Cf. Jerome and Augustine.   
3Cassiodorus seems to be following Cyril of Jerusalem Catechetical 
Lectures 15.11ff.    4ACW 52:1*.   5See Mt 2.
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Lord.6 Abiathar escaped from the priests, as John 
did from the infants.7 In [the person of ] Abiathar 
the priesthood of the house of Eli was brought to 
an end, and in John the prophecy of the sons of 
Jacob was terminated.8 Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron 3.3.9

The Earthly versus the Heavenly. Augus-
tine: While the holy man David was on the run 
from Saul’s persecution, he fled to a place where 
he thought he would be safe. He passed by the 
house of a priest named Ahimelech and accepted 
loaves from him. In so doing, he acted in the role 
not of a king only, but of a priest too, because he 
ate the bread of the presence which  “it was 
unlawful for anyone other than the priests to eat,” 
as the Lord reminds us in the Gospel.10 Saul, 
when later he began to hunt him, was angry with 
his retainers because none of them was willing to 
betray David. The story has just been read from 
the book of the Kingdoms [Samuel]. But there 
was a man present that day named Doeg, who 
was an Edomite and the principal herdsman in 
Saul’s service; he too had come to Ahimelech the 
priest. He was present again when Saul raged 
against his followers because none of them would 
betray David. Doeg revealed where he had seen 
him. Saul immediately sent for the priest and all 
his family to be brought before him, and [he] 
ordered that they be killed. Not one of Saul’s 
entourage dared raise a hand against the priests 
of the Lord, even under orders from the king. But 
this Doeg, who had betrayed David’s where-
abouts, was like Judas; he did not recoil from his 
evil purpose but persisted in bringing forth fruit 
from that same root even to the end, the kind of 
fruit typical of a rotten tree. So at the king’s order 
Doeg killed the priest and all his family, and 
afterwards the city of the priests was demolished.

We have seen, then, that this man Doeg was 
the enemy of both David the king and Ahimelech 
the priest. Doeg was a single person, but he rep-
resents a whole class of people. Similarly David 
embodies both king and priest, like one man with 
a dual personality, though the human race is one. 

So too at the present time and in our world let us 
recognize these two groups of people, so that 
what we sing, or hear sung, may profit us. Let us 
recognize Doeg still with us today, as we recog-
nize the kingly and priestly body today, and so we 
shall recognize the body that is opposed to king 
and priest still. Notice from the outset how mys-
teriously significant their names are. Doeg is said 
to mean  “movement,” and Edomite means  
“earthly.” Already you can see what kind of people 
this  “movement,” this Doeg, symbolizes: the kind 
that does not remain stable forever but is des-
tined to be moved elsewhere. As for  “earthly”: 
why expect any fruit from an earthly person? But 
the heavenly humans will last forever. So, to put 
it briefly, there is an earthly kingdom in this 
world today, but there is also a heavenly kingdom. 
Each of them has its pilgrim citizens, both the 
earthly kingdom and the heavenly, the kingdom 
that is to be uprooted and the kingdom that is to 
be planted for eternity. Explanations of the 
Psalms 51.11

Holy Ephod. Jerome: You put in the front of 
your letter what would be pleasing, that it is writ-
ten in the book of 1 Kings [Samuel]:  “Samuel 
served as a boy before the Lord, girded in a linen 
ephod and having a small duplicate cloak which his 
mother had made for him and would bring to him 
day after day when she went up with her husband 
to offer sacrifice on the day of sacrifice.”12 Thus you 
inquire about this linen ephod with which the 
coming prophet will also be girded, namely, 
whether it will be a girdle, or, as many believe, 
some type of clothing. And if you clothe him, how 
will it be bound together? And why is the adjective 
linen added after the ephod? You also wrote down 
to be read the following:  “And a man of God came 
to Eli and said to him, ‘Thus says the Lord:  “I 
revealed myself to the house of your father when 
they were in the land of Egypt serving in the house 

6Mt 2:16.   7That is, John the Baptist was not killed by Herod’s order 
(Mt 2:16).   8Mt 11:13.   9ECTD 75.   10Mt 12:4.   11WSA 3 17:14-16*.   
121 Sam 2:18-19.
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of Pharaoh and I chose the house of your father 
from all the tribes of Israel to be my priest, that 
they might go up to my altar and burn incense and 
wear ephods.” ’ ”13 You took as an exemplar of the 
entire order of the book to follow that passage 
where Doeg the Edomite killed the priests at the 
king’s command.  “Doeg of Syrus turned,” the 
Scripture says,  “and fell upon the priests of the 
Lord and killed on that day three hundred and five 
men,” or, as the Hebrew reads,  “eighty-five men,” 
all wearing ephods.

And Nob, the city of priests, he killed with the 
edge of the sword, men and women, infants and 
toddlers, calves and foals and sheep, all to the edge 
of the sword. But Abiathar, one of the sons of 
Ahimelech, son of Ahitub, was saved and fled after 
David. I will not delay now except to anticipate the 
textual problem where we read  “all wearing 
ephods,” but the Hebrew has  “all wearing linen 
ephods.” You will learn in what follows why I say 
this. And add this to it: Abiathar, son of 

Ahimelech, fled to David and went down with 
David to Keilah, having the ephod in his hand. 
Then, Saul abandoned his pursuit when David 
came to Keilah, where, because it was feared that 
Saul would arrive and besiege the city, David said 
to Abiathar,  “Bring down the ephod of the Lord.” 
These are excerpts from the book of Kings [Sam-
uel] pushing you to transcend the book of Judges, 
in which Micah from Mt. Ephraim gave eleven 
hundred pieces of silver to his mother, which he 
had promised, who is said to have made graven and 
molten images out of them.14 Notice also that in a 
short while it is called ephod and teraphim, since 
surely if it is a girdle or a type of clothing, it cannot 
also be a graven or molten image. Acknowledge the 
error of almost all Latin thinkers who allege that 
the ephod and teraphim, named later, were part of 
the molten images made from this silver which 
Micah had given to his mother. Letter 29.15

2 3 : 1 - 1 8  D A V I D  R E S C U E S  K E I L A H

F R O M  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S

5And David and his men went to Keilah, and fought with the Philistines, and brought away
their cattle, and made a great slaughter among them. So David delivered the inhabitants of
Keilah. . . .

12Then said David, “Will the men of Keilah surrender me and my men into the hand of Saul?”
And the Lord said, “They will surrender you.” 13Then David and his men, who were about six
hundred, arose and departed from Keilah, and they went wherever they could go. . . . 14And David
remained in the strongholds in the wilderness, in the hill country of the Wilderness of Ziph. And
Saul sought him every day, but God did not give him into his hand.

Overview: Bede interprets David’s dwelling in 
the wilderness as an allegory for Christ’s presence 
in the hearts of tested believers in an arid age.

23:14 David Lives in the Wilderness of Ziph

Strongholds of the Hearts. Bede:  “But 

131 Sam 2:27-28.   14See Judg 17:1-6.   15CCL 54:234-35.
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David tarried in the strongholds of the desert and 
stayed in the hill country of the wilderness of 
Ziph.” After Christ dismisses those who had 
nominally accepted the faith, he tarries instead in 
the strongholds of the hearts of those who for the 
mighty and living God [exist] amid the aridness 
of this present age. He tarries with them when 
they come and appear before the face of God. He 
gladly remains in them whose heart, raised on 

high and removed from the allurements of the 
world and hidden in blessed solitude, rejoices in 
the unfailing budding and flowering of the vir-
tues. For Ziph means  “flower” or  “bud.” Four 
Books on 1 Samuel 4.23.1

2 3 : 1 9 - 2 9  S A U L  P U R S U E S  D A V I D

I N  T H E  W I L D E R N E S S  O F  M A O N

19Then the Ziphites went up to Saul at Gibe-ah, saying, “Does not David hide among us in the
strongholds at Horesh, on the hill of Hachilah, which is south of Jeshimon? 20Now come down, O
king, according to all your heart’s desire to come down; and our part shall be to surrender him into
the king’s hand.” . . .

Now David and his men were in the wilderness of Maon, in the Arabah to the south of Jeshimon.
25And Saul and his men went to seek him. And David was told; therefore he went down to the rock
which isv in the wilderness of Maon. And when Saul heard that, he pursued after David in the wil-
derness of Maon. 26Saul went on one side of the mountain, and David and his men on the other side
of the mountain; and David was making haste to get away from Saul, as Saul and his men were clos-
ing in upon David and his men to capture them, 27when a messenger came to Saul, saying, “Make
haste and come; for the Philistines have made a raid upon the land.” 28So Saul returned from pursu-
ing after David, and went against the Philistines; therefore that place was called the Rock of Escape.
29w And David went up from there, and dwelt in the strongholds of En-gedi.

v Gk: Heb and dwelt w Ch 24.1 in Heb

Overview: Bede explains the allegorical signifi-
cance of the Ziphites’ words to Saul: Christ, in 
the person of David, dwells in the minds of those 
who hold firmly to the faith while false brothers, 
represented by the Ziphites, aid the church’s ene-
mies. While David was persecuted explicitly, 
Christ is often persecuted secretly through impi-
ety and heresy (Ephrem).

23:19 The Ziphites Tell Saul Where David 
Is Hiding

The Church and Her Persecutors. Bede:
Often false brothers abandon the budding and 
flowering of their virtues and instead arise and go 
to the arrogant enemies of the faith. They go to 
them to help the enemies destroy the church. 

1CCL 119:216.
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They despise the simplicity of the faithful and in 
a manner of speaking they say to the persecutors,  
“Does not Christ dwell among us in the very safe 
hearts of the people?” It is not without meaning 
that it was said,  “on the hill of Hachilah,” that is,  
“the hill of one who takes hold of her.” For where 
is it more pleasing for the spirit of Christ to dwell 
than in the heights of a mind which takes hold of 
the faith firmly? Such a mind is  “on the favorable 
side1 of the desert” because of the many favorable 
things belonging to eternal life and so abandons 
the joys of the world and all its ostentation. For 
whoever resists the enticements of this world for 
merely temporal or earthly gain ought not to be 
said to have turned to the favorable side of the 
desert, but to the unfavorable side, where our 
desirable king is not wont to live, but rather our 
detestable enemy. And the residents of Ziph tell 
Saul all these things whenever those feigning 
faith betray to the open persecutors of the church 
either the mysteries of the faith or those who 
worship them. Through their perverse mind they 
differ from the persecutors in acknowledging the 
faith, but they are one at heart with them in their 
hatred of the faith. The more profoundly they 
know the mysteries of Christ (just as the men of 
Ziph knew the hiding places of David), the more 
wickedly they aid those who attempt to besiege 
the church from without. Four Books on 1 Sam-
uel 4.23.2

23:24-29 Saul Pursues David and His 
Company

Persecuted by Saul. Ephrem the Syrian:
This is what happened to Paul.3 For the potency 
of the light suddenly surprised his feeble eyes and 
injured them. But the greatness of the voice 
brought low his strength and entered his ears and 
opened them. . . . For the voice did not plough up 
the ears, as the light injured the eyeballs. Why? 
But because it was necessary that he should hear 
but not  see. Therefore the doors of hearing were 
opened by the voice as by a key: but the doors of 
sight were shut by the light that should open 
them. Why then was it necessary that he should 
hear? Clearly because by that voice our Lord was 
able to reveal himself as being persecuted by Saul. 
For he was not able to show himself by sight as 
being persecuted; for there was no way whereby 
this should be, that the son of David should be 
seen fleeing and Saul pursuing after him. For this 
happened in very deed with that first Saul and 
with the first David. The one was pursuing; the 
other was being persecuted; they both of them 
saw and were seen, each by the other. But here 
the ear alone could hear of the persecution of the 
Son of David; the eye could not see that he was 
being persecuted. Homily on Our Lord 32.4

2 4 : 1 - 7  D A V I D  S P A R E S  S A U L ’ S  L I F E

1When Saul returned from following the Philistines, he was told, “Behold, David is in the wil-
derness of En-gedi.” 2Then Saul took three thousand chosen men out of all Israel, and went to seek

1The Hebrew word for  “south” (and the word the Vg uses to translate 
it) means  “right” (as if the observer is facing east with his right side to 
the south). In the Latin idiom (as well as in the Hebrew), the right 
hand was considered lucky (i.e.,  “favorable”) and the left hand unlucky, 
which lends to Bede’s play on words.   2CCL 119:218-19.   3Acts 9:3-9.   
4NPNF 2 13:318-19*.
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David and his men in front of the Wildgoats’ Rocks. 3And he came to the sheepfolds by the way,
where there was a cave; and Saul went in to relieve himself. Now David and his men were sitting
in the innermost parts of the cave. 4And the men of David said to him, “Here is the day of which
the Lord said to you, ‘Behold, I will give your enemy into your hand, and you shall do to him as it
shall seem good to you.’ ” Then David arose and stealthily cut off the skirt of Saul’s robe. 5And
afterward David’s heart smote him, because he had cut off Saul’s skirt. 6He said to his men, “The
Lord forbid that I should do this thing to my lord, the Lord’s anointed, to put forth my hand
against him, seeing he is the Lord’s anointed.” 7So David persuaded his men with these words, and
did not permit them to attack Saul. And Saul rose up and left the cave, and went upon his way.

Overview: By hiding in a cave from Saul, David 
prefigured the hiddenness of the Lord’s divinity in 
the incarnation (Cassiodorus). Entering the cave, 
Saul prefigures the devil, who discharges corrup-
tion and filth into a world of imperfect light ( Je-
rome). Exhibiting great forbearance in refusing to 
harm the Lord’s anointed, David conquered his an-
ger with reason and the fear of God (Gregory of 
Nyssa). That David was highly extolled for spar-
ing the life of one man suggests greater blessing 
will be the reward of the one who liberates many 
from oppression (Ennodius). David exercised his 
authority to kill against his own anger, rather than 
against his persecutor (Gregory of Nyssa). David 
deeply revered the Lord’s anointed because of the 
reality of the one Saul typified. Following David’s 
example, a Christian judge must punish sin lov-
ingly, exercising the office with healing, and not 
vengeance, as the goal (Augustine). By the grace 
of God David offered, as if a priest, an excellent 
sacrifice of gentleness and clemency in sparing 
Saul’s life (Chrysostom). Although not practical 
at the time, David’s virtuous act in sparing Saul be-
came useful when he reigned: it inspired his sub-
jects to loyalty (Ambrose).

24:3 Saul Unknowingly Enters David’s 
Hideout

The Character of the Lord. Cassiodorus:
David, as we have said, took on the character of 
the Lord Savior, and so what was to take place at 
the Lord’s passion is now recounted of him. 

David was not to be effaced from the kingdom 
allotted to him, just as the inscription of the 
Lord’s title could not be changed. The psalmist 
added,  “When he fled from Saul into the cave.”1 
This incident seems to be very similar in the 
cases of both David and the Lord. Just as David 
in fleeing from Saul hid in a cave, so the Lord 
Savior’s divinity is known to have been hidden 
within the temple of his body from the unfaithful 
Jews. In this way the individual events concerning 
David and Christ are shared by them in this 
respect. Exposition of the Psalms 56.1.2

The World and the Devil. Jerome: Saul, 
unaware of David’s hiding place, also entered 
the cave in order to take care of his needs, I pre-
sume. . . . Accordingly, this psalm of David3 is 
accepted for certain in the name of the Lord; 
Saul appears as the devil, and the cave becomes 
this world. The devil, furthermore, does not dis-
charge any good into this world, but only dung 
and corruption. Then, too, the cave symbolizes 
this world because its light is very imperfect 
when compared with the light of the future 
world, albeit the Lord, on coming into this 
world as light, brightens it up considerably. 
That is why the apostle, in relation to the 
Father, speaks of him  “who is the brightness of 
his glory.”4 Now just as David entered the cave 
in his flight from Saul, the Lord, too, has come 

1Ps 57:1 (56:1 LXX).   2ACW 52:38.   3Ps 142 (141 LXX).   4See Heb 
1:3.
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into this world and has suffered persecution. 
Homilies on the Psalms 52 (Ps 141).5

24:4-5 David Cuts off a Piece of Saul’s Robe

Trained in Forbearance. Gregory of 
Nyssa: When, therefore, he was alone and had 
removed his robe and laid it down somewhere 
beside him, the light from the mouth of the cave 
made him visible to those hidden within the dark-
ness. All of David’s companions wanted to rush 
upon the enemy and avenge themselves on the one 
who had come to kill them, since God had given 
the enemy into the hands of those who were being 
pursued for slaughter. But David forbade them to 
attack, considering an assault against their king 
unlawful. He drew his own sword from its sheath 
and imperceptibly stood behind Saul. There was 
no witness to his undertaking against Saul, for the 
darkness in the cave concealed his appearance and 
prevented scrutiny of what was happening. When, 
then, he could have driven his whole sword 
through Saul’s heart from behind with one blow, 
he neither touched his body nor was he about to. 
But he secretly cut off the end of his robe with his 
sword, so that the garment might be a witness later 
of his clemency toward Saul and prove the power 
that he had had to strike a blow against Saul’s body 
by means of the cut at its end.

By this it became obvious that David had been 
trained in forbearance. When he held the bare 
sword in his palm, and the body of his enemy lay 
under his hand, he had the power to kill him, but 
he conquered his anger with reason, and his 
power to strike the blow with the fear of God. 
Not only did he become superior to his own 
anger, but he also restrained his shield bearer 
who was eager to murder Saul, addressing him 
with that saying famous in song,  “Destroy not 
the anointed of the Lord.” On the Inscrip-
tions of the Psalms 2.14.227-28.6

A Praiseworthy Act. Ennodius: You have 
grounds for complaint against the leaders of our 
people, since you are redeeming those whom they 

very often permitted to be taken captive or even 
themselves reduced to servitude.7 Scripture gives 
us an example of singular praise when it extols 
David to the very skies because, having his enemy 
Saul in his power, he spared him, cutting off but 
the hem of his robe as evidence of both the 
opportunity that was his and of his loyalty. Good 
God, how munificently will You reward the deed 
of this man who now negotiates for the liberation 
of so many oppressed souls, you who have exalted 
David for sparing the life of a single man! Life of 
St. Epiphanius.8

The Authority to Kill. Gregory of Nyssa:
This is why the coming together of Saul, who was 
in pursuit of murder, and of David, who was 
shunning murder, in the cave is described after 
many events which it had preceded. The author-
ity to kill was reversed in this event, since the one 
who was being pursued for execution had author-
ity over the slaughter of his killer, and although 
he had the right, so far as retribution against his 
enemy was concerned, he stayed his power so far 
as consisted with the right and killed his own 
anger in himself instead of his enemy. On the 
Inscriptions of the Psalms 2.14.224.9

Reverence for the Anointed One. Augus-
tine: In the same way, Saul’s kingdom foreshad-
owed one that should last forever, though he per-
sonally was reprobate and rejected. The very oil 
with which he was anointed (the chrism by token 
of which he was called a  “Christ”10) must be un-
derstood symbolically as pointing to a profound 
mystery. David himself so religiously respected 
this anointed state that he was conscience-
stricken when, in a dark cave where Saul had 
entered to ease himself, David came up, unseen, 
from behind and cut off a tiny piece of Saul’s 
robe. David did this merely to have evidence later 
how he had spared Saul when he could have 

5FC 48:374.   6GNTIP 194-95*.   7This is Epiphanius’s response to a 
king who promises the release of Italian captives.   8FC 15:337.   
9GNTIP 193.   10Gk:  “anointed one.” 
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killed him, thus hoping to disabuse Saul of the 
idea which drove him implacably to pursue David 
as his foe. Nevertheless, David quaked with fear 
that perhaps merely by so touching Saul’s gar-
ments he was guilty of sacrilege. . . . Such deep 
religious reverence was paid to this foreshadow-
ing figure, not for what it was in itself but pre-
cisely because of the reality it typified. City of 
God 17.6.11

24:6-7 David Persuades His Men Not to 
Harm Saul

Judge with Love. Augustine: As a Christian 
judge, you must play the part of a loving father, 
you must show anger for wrongdoing but remem-
ber to make allowance for human weakness; do 
not indulge your inclination to seek vengeance for 
the vile acts of sinners, but direct your effort to 
the cure of the sinners’ wounds. . . . There is also 
that well-known example of forbearance on the 
part of holy David, when his enemy was delivered 
into his hands and he spared him, an example 
which shines with greater luster from the fact 
that he had power to act otherwise. Do not, then, 
let your power of punishment make you harsh, 
when the necessity of inquiry did not shake your 
spirit of mildness. Letter 133.12

An Excellent Sacrifice. Chrysostom: It 
was not without God’s influence, you see, that he 
[David] succeeded in prevailing over those fren-
zied men [his soldiers who wished to kill Saul]: 
the grace of God was found on the inspired man’s 

lips, adding a sort of inducement to those words. 
It was, however, no slight contribution that 
David also made: since he had formed them in the 
past, consequently in the critical moment he 
found them ready and willing. It was not as leader 
of troops, you see, but as priest he commanded 
them, and that cave was a church on that occa-
sion: like someone appointed as bishop, he deliv-
ered a homily to them, and after this homily he 
offered a kind of remarkable and unusual sacri-
fice, not sacrificing a calf, not slaying a lamb, 
but—what was of greater value than these—he 
offered to God gentleness and clemency, sacrific-
ing irrational resentment, slaying anger and mor-
tifying the limbs that are on the earth. He acted 
as victim, priest and altar: everything came from 
him—the thought that offered gentleness and 
clemency, the clemency and gentleness and the 
heart in which they were offered. Homilies on 
David and Saul 2.13

Virtue Preferred. Ambrose: What a virtu-
ous action that was, when David wished rather to 
spare the king his enemy, though he could have 
injured him! How useful, too, it was, for it helped 
him when he succeeded to the throne. For all 
learned to be faithful to their king and not to 
seize the kingdom but to fear and reverence him. 
Thus what is virtuous was preferred to what was 
useful, and then usefulness followed on what was 
virtuous. Duties of the Clergy 3.9.60.14

2 4 : 8 - 1 5  D A V I D  R E V E A L S  H I M S E L F  T O  S A U L

8Afterward David also arose, and went out of the cave, and called after Saul, “My lord the
king!” And when Saul looked behind him, David bowed with his face to the earth, and did obei-

11FC 24:41*.   12FC 20:7-8.   13COTH 1:27-28.   14NPNF 2 10:77*.
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sance. 9And David said to Saul, “Why do you listen to the words of men who say, ‘Behold, David
seeks your hurt’? 10Lo, this day your eyes have seen how the Lord gave you today into my hand in
the cave; and some bade me kill you, but I x spared you. I said, ‘I will not put forth my hand
against my lord; for he is the Lord’s anointed.’ 11See, my father, see the skirt of your robe in my
hand; for by the fact that I cut off the skirt of your robe, and did not kill you, you may know and
see that there is no wrong or treason in my hands. I have not sinned against you, though you hunt
my life to take it. . . . 14After whom has the king of Israel come out? After whom do you pursue?
After a dead dog! After a flea! 15May the Lord therefore be judge, and give sentence between me
and you, and see to it, and plead my cause, and deliver me from your hand.”

x Gk Syr Tg: Heb you

Overview: David emerged from the cave with 
heavenly spoils of mortified resentment and un-
nerved rage. In relation to Saul, he fulfills the ap-
ostolic law of honoring others above himself 
(Chrysostom). Like David, the one of excellent 
virtue fights against the passions, not the people 
of his own race (Gregory of Nyssa). The degree 
of one’s exaltation to glory is paralleled to one’s 
humility (Cassiodorus).

24:8-11 David Calls to Saul

Heavenly Trophies. Chrysostom: When he 
had offered this excellent sacrifice, then, achieved 
the victory and omitted nothing needed for a tro-
phy, the cause of the problem, Saul, arose and left 
the cave, all unaware of what had gone on.  “David 
also left behind him,” looking in the direction of 
heaven with eyes now free of concern, and more 
satisfied on that occasion than when he had over-
thrown Goliath and cut off the savage’s head. It 
was, in fact, a more conspicuous victory than the 
former one, the spoils more majestic, the booty 
more glorious, the trophy more commendable. In 
the former case he needed a sling, stones and bat-
tle line, whereas in this case thought counted for 
everything, the victory was achieved without 
weapons, and the trophy was erected without 
blood being spilt. He returned, therefore, bearing 
not a savage’s head but resentment mortified and 
rage unnerved—spoils he deposited not in Jeru-
salem but in heaven and the city on high. Homi-

lies on David and Saul 2.1

A Rivalry of Respect. Chrysostom: So 
what did David reply?  “Your servant, my lord the 
king.” A contest and rivalry then developed as to 
which one would pay greater respect to the other: 
one admitted the other to kinship, the other 
called him lord. What he means is something like 
this: I am interested in one thing only, your wel-
fare and the progress of virtue. You called me 
child, and I love and am fond of you if you have 
me as a servant, provided you set aside your 
resentment, provided you do not suspect me of 
any evil or think me to be scheming and warring 
against you. He fulfilled that apostolic law, note, 
that bids us excel ourselves in showing one 
another honor, unlike the general run of people, 
whose disposition is worse than beasts’ and who 
cannot bear to be the first to greet their neighbor, 
having the view that they are shamed and 
insulted if they share a mere greeting with some-
one. Homilies on David and Saul 3.2

Fighting Against the Passions. Gregory 
of Nyssa: Saul, therefore, came out of the cave 
unaware of what had happened, wearing the little 
garment which had been trimmed all around. 
David came out behind him in self-assurance, and 
having seized the hill lying above the cave in ad-
vance, held out the end [of Saul’s robe] in his 

1COTH 1:28.   2COTH 1:51*.
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hand. This was nothing other than a bloodless 
trophy against his enemies. And he cried out to 
Saul in a loud voice and told him about this new 
and marvelous heroism, which was unstained by 
the defilement of blood, in which the hero was 
victorious and the one defeated was saved from 
death. For David’s excellence is not attested in 
the fall of his enemy, but the superiority of his 
power is made clearer in the salvation of his op-
ponent from danger. He had such an excess of 
confidence that he did not think that his own sal-
vation lay in the destruction of those arrayed 
against him, but even when those who plotted 
against him survived he was confident that no 
one would harm him.

But the Word teaches rather by this story that 
the one who excels in virtue does not fight 
bravely against those of his own race but fights 
against the passions. The anger in both men, 
then, was destroyed by such excellence as David 
had, in the one, when he destroyed his own wrath 
by means of reason and quenched the urge to take 
vengeance, and in the other, when Saul put to 
death his evil against David because of the clem-

ency which he had experienced. For one can learn 
from the story itself the kind of things Saul 
uttered afterwards to the victor when he was sub-
merged in shame for what he had undertaken and 
demonstrated his spontaneous turning away from 
evil by his lament and tears.3 On the Inscrip-
tions of the Psalms 2.14.229-30.4

24:14 Whom Do You Pursue?

The Humblest Flea. Cassiodorus: The Cre-
ator compares himself to the lowest of his crea-
tures so that you may regard nothing as despicable 
which is known to have been fashioned by his 
agency. As Scripture has it,  “God made all things 
very good.”5 Thus David too followed his Teacher 
and compared himself with the humblest flea; for 
the real power of religion is that the more an indi-
vidual humbles himself after the model of the Cre-
ator, the more splendidly he is exalted to glory. 
Exposition of the Psalms 21.7.6

2 4 : 1 6 - 2 2  S A U L  C O N F E S S E S  D A V I D ’ S

R I G H T E O U S N E S S

16When David had finished speaking these words to Saul, Saul said, “Is this your voice, my son
David?” And Saul lifted up his voice and wept. 17He said to David,  “You are more righteous than
I; for you have repaid me good, whereas I have repaid you evil. 18And you have declared this day
how you have dealt well with me, in that you did not kill me when the Lord put me into your
hands. 19For if a man finds his enemy, will he let him go away safe? So may the Lord reward you
with good for what you have done to me this day.”

Overview: David’s words penetrated Saul’s 
mind and transformed his anger into affection 
(Chrysostom). Saul’s confession of David’s right-

eousness, typologically understood, represents 
the elect Jews’ confession of Christ (Bede). As 
Saul illustrates, envy is the most savage form of 

31 Sam 24:16-21.   4GNTIP 194-95*.   5See Gen 1:31.   6ACW 51:220.
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hatred because it responds to favors with an in-
crease of hostility (Basil).

24:16 Is This Your Voice, My Son David?

Driving Out Resentment. Chrysostom:
What then did Saul say? Having heard David 
saying,  “See, here is the corner of your cloak in 
my hand,” and everything else by which he 
mounted his defense along with this, he said,  “Is 
this your voice, my child David?” O, what a 
great change had suddenly taken place: the one 
who could never bear even to call him by name, 
and instead hated the very mention of it, even 
admitted him to kinship, calling him  “child.” 
What could be more blessed than David, who 
turned the murderer into a father, the wolf into 
a lamb, who filled the furnace of anger with 
heavy dew, turned the tempest into tranquility 
and allayed all the inflammation of resentment? 
Those words of David, you see, penetrated the 
mind of that enraged man and effected this total 
transformation, as you can see from those 
words. He did not even say,  “Are these your 
words, my son David?” but  “Is this your voice, 
my child David?” He was now heartened by his 
very utterance. Just as a father hears the voice of 
his son returning from somewhere and is excited 
not only at the sight of him but also at the sound 
of his voice, so Saul too, when David’s words 
penetrated and drove out the hostility, now rec-
ognized him as holy, and in setting aside one 
passion he was affected by another. That is to 
say, by driving out resentment he was affected 
by benevolence and fellow feeling. Homilies on 
David and Saul 3.1

24:17-19 Saul Publicly Recognizes David’s 
Innocence

A Confession of Christ. Bede: While the 
Lord taught through his apostles, the people of 
the Jews—or those in their midst who were pre-
destined to eternal life—lifted up their voice to 
confess the truth which they had up until 
recently denied and sought to bury. They wore 
away the contaminations of original sin as they 
cleansed themselves with their tears befitting 
repentance. They confessed both the justice and 
the kindness of the Lord and recalled the faults 
caused by their own malice, for they themselves 
had ferociously handed over to death the author 
of every kindness, but he had been given over to 
death unjustly, although he was omnipotent and 
wished to save his killers and give them life 
rather than to destroy them. Four Books on 1 
Samuel 4.24.2

The Most Savage Hatred. Basil the 
Great: Not even this act of benevolence moved 
Saul, however. Again he gathered an army and 
again he set out in pursuit, until he was a second 
time apprehended by David in the cave where he 
more clearly revealed his own iniquity and made 
the virtue of David even more resplendent.3 Envy 
is the most savage form of hatred. Favors render 
those who are hostile to us for any other reason 
more tractable, but kind treatment shown to an 
envious and spiteful person only aggravates his 
dislike. The greater the favors he receives, the 
more displeased and vexed and ill-disposed he 
becomes. Concerning Envy.4

1COTH 1:48-49.   2CCL 119:228.   3It appears that Basil has reversed 
the order of this account and David’s sparing of Saul in 1 Samuel 26.   
4FC 9:467.
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2 5 : 1 - 8  D A V I D  S E N D S  M E N  T O  N A B A L

1Then David rose and went down to the wilderness of Paran. 2And there was a man in Maon,
whose business was in Carmel. The man was very rich; he had three thousand sheep and a thou-
sand goats. He was shearing his sheep in Carmel. 3Now the name of the man was Nabal, and the
name of his wife Abigail. The woman was of good understanding and beautiful, but the man was
churlish and ill-behaved; he was a Calebite.

Overview: Nabal typifies the teachers of the law 
while Abigail represents the synagogue, which 
wisely understood and carried out the word of 
faith (Bede).

25:3 Nabal and Abigail

The Foolish and the Wise. Bede: Nabal 
means  “fool” and Abigail means  “father’s joy.” 
Foolish was anyone skilled in the law, who had 
the key to knowledge but did not himself enter 
and prevented from entering those who wanted 

to. But the synagogue is rightly called  “the 
Father’s joy,” inasmuch as it is said,  “Rejoice 
because your names are written in heaven.”1 For 
in such circumstances she was very wise to 
understand the word of faith and she was respect-
able to carry out what she understood, although 
her teachers were harsh because of their unbelief, 
evil because of their evil manner of living and 
wicked because of their plotting treachery against 
the Lord. Four Books on 1 Samuel 4.25.2

2 5 : 9 - 2 2  N A B A L ’ S  R E F U S A L  P R O V O K E S  D A V I D

14But one of the young men told Abigail, Nabal’s wife, “Behold, David sent messengers out of
the wilderness to salute our master; and he railed at them. 15Yet the men were very good to us, and
we suffered no harm, and we did not miss anything when we were in the fields, as long as we went
with them. . . .

21Now David had said, “Surely in vain have I guarded all that this fellow has in the wilderness,
so that nothing was missed of all that belonged to him; and he has returned me evil for good. 22God
do so to David y and more also, if by morning I leave so much as one male of all who belong to
him.”

y Gk Compare Syr: Heb the enemies of David

Overview: David’s rash swearing should not be 
imitated, even though it was reconsidered, be-
cause it is an instance of anger prevailing over rea-

son (Augustine). Vows made carelessly should 
be broken if fulfilling them would be a greater 
crime (Bede).

1Lk 10:20.   2CCL 119:232.
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25:21-22 David Swears to Avenge Himself

Against Swearing Rashly. Augustine: In-
deed, because David swore that he would kill Na-
bal and then in more considerate forbearance did 
not, shall we say that we should imitate him by 
swearing rashly that we are going to do what we 
see later ought not to be done? But, just as fear 
confounded the one [Lot] so that he was willing 
to prostitute his daughters,1 so did anger con-
found the other [David] so as to swear rashly. In 
short, if it were permitted us to make inquiry and 
ask them both why they did these things, the one 
could reply,  “Fear and trembling are come upon 
me: and darkness has covered me,”2 and the other 
also could say,  “My eye is troubled through indig-
nation.”3 And so we would not be surprised that 
the one in the darkness of fear and the other in 
the indignation of his eye did not see what ought 
to have been seen so as not to do what ought not 
to have been done.

Indeed, to the righteous David we might with 
reasonable justice say that he ought not to have 
become angry, not even with an ingrate who 
returned evil for good. Even if anger crept upon 

him, as it does upon a man, at least it ought not 
to have prevailed so far that he swore to do what 
he would either do in rage or not do and be for-
sworn. Against Lying 9.21-22.4

Break the Careless Oath. Bede: If it should 
perhaps happen that we swear carelessly to some-
thing which, if carried out, would have most 
unfortunate consequences, we should know that 
we should willingly change it [in accord with] 
more salutary counsel. There is an urgent neces-
sity for us to break our oath, rather than turn to 
another more serious crime in order to avoid 
breaking our oath. David swore by the Lord to 
kill Nabal, a stupid and wicked man, and to 
destroy all his possessions; but at the first 
entreaty of the prudent woman Abigail, he 
quickly took back his threats, put back his sword 
into its scabbard, and did not feel that he had 
contracted any guilt by thus breaking his oath in 
this way. Homilies on the Gospels 2.5

2 5 : 2 3 - 3 5  A B I G A I L  D I S S U A D E S  D A V I D

F R O M  T A K I N G  R E V E N G E

23When Abigail saw David, she made haste, and alighted from the ass, and fell before David on
her face, and bowed to the ground. 24She fell at his feet and said, “Upon me alone, my lord, be the
guilt; pray let your handmaid speak in your ears, and hear the words of your handmaid.” . . .

 32And David said to Abigail, “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Israel, who sent you this day to
meet me! 33Blessed be your discretion, and blessed be you, who have kept me this day from blood-
guilt and from avenging myself with my own hand! 34For as surely as the Lord the God of Israel
lives, who has restrained me from hurting you, unless you had made haste and come to meet me,
truly by morning there had not been left to Nabal so much as one male.” 35Then David received

1Gen 19:8.   2Ps 55:5 (54:5 LXX).   3See Ps 6:7.   4FC 16:148-49*.   5CS 
111:233.
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from her hand what she had brought him; and he said to her, “Go up in peace to your house; see, I
have hearkened to your voice, and I have granted your petition.”

Overview: The wise yet courageous interven-
tion of Abigail saved David from a gross sin (Am-
brose). As it is clear that David’s rash swearing 
should not be imitated, it is equally clear that the 
correction of such a decision should be pursued 
(Cassian).

25:23-24 Abigail Bows Before David

Wise Intervention Restrains Sinful 
Impulses. Ambrose: But before this David had 
already held back his armed hand in his indigna-
tion. How much greater it is not to revile again, 
than not to avenge oneself ! The warriors, too, 
[who] prepared to take vengeance against 
Nabal, Abigail restrained by her prayers. From 
this we perceive that we ought not only to yield 
to timely entreaties but also to be pleased with 
them. So much was David pleased that he 
blessed her who intervened, because he was 
restrained from his desire for revenge. Duties 
of the Clergy 21.94.1

25:34-35 David Relents

Altering Promises. John Cassian: Further, 
we are taught at considerable length by other 

texts of Scripture, too, that we neither should 
nor can fulfill everything that we decide upon 
whether with tranquil or upset mind. In them 
we frequently read that holy men or angels or 
even almighty God himself altered the things 
that they had promised. For blessed David deter-
mined with the promise of an oath and said,  
“May God do this and add more to the enemies 
of David if, of all that belongs to Nabal, I leave 
one male until morning.” But when his wife, 
Abigail, interceded and entreated on his behalf, 
David immediately ceased his threats, softened 
his words, and preferred to be considered a 
transgressor of his own intention than to be true 
to his oath by cruelly carrying it out. And he 
said,  “As the Lord lives, unless you had come 
quickly to meet me, there would not have been 
left to Nabal one male until the morning light.” 
As we do not at all consider the promptness of 
his rash vow, which proceeded from an upset and 
disturbed mind, as something to be imitated, so 
likewise we judge that the cessation and correc-
tion of the thing that was decided on is to be 
pursued. Conference 17.25.5-6.2

2 5 : 3 6 - 4 4  D A V I D  M A R R I E S  A B I G A I L

36And Abigail came to Nabal; and lo, he was holding a feast in his house, like the feast of a king.
And Nabal’s heart was merry within him, for he was very drunk; so she told him nothing at all
until the morning light. 37And in the morning, when the wine had gone out of Nabal, his wife told
him these things, and his heart died within him, and he became as a stone. 38And about ten days
later the Lord smote Nabal; and he died.

1NPNF 2 10:17**.   2ACW 57:606*.
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39When David heard that Nabal was dead, he said, “Blessed be the Lord who has avenged the
insult I received at the hand of Nabal, and has kept back his servant from evil; the Lord has
returned the evil-doing of Nabal upon his own head.” Then David sent and wooed Abigail, to
make her his wife. 40And when the servants of David came to Abigail at Carmel, they said to her,
“David has sent us to you to take you to him as his wife.” 41And she rose and bowed with her face
to the ground, and said, “Behold, your handmaid is a servant to wash the feet of the servants of my
lord.” 42And Abigail made haste and rose and mounted on an ass, and her five maidens attended
her; she went after the messengers of David, and became his wife.

43David also took Ahino-am of Jezreel; and both of them became his wives.

Overview: Following Abigail’s laudable exam-
ple, correction should be offered when the mind 
is not intoxicated in order for it to be of any bene-
fit (Gregory the Great). Nabal’s death after in-
sulting David, who delayed avenging himself, 
shows that God judges the events of this world 
(Salvian). The marital union of David and Abig-
ail signifies the mystery of the union of the 
church of the Gentiles with Christ (Ambrose).

25:36-38 Nabal Dies

The Time for Correction. Gregory the 
Great: It is better, however, that in correcting 
these people we shun them when their anger is 
actually seething; for when they are aroused, they 
do not perceive what is being said to them. But 
when they have been restored to their senses, 
they the more willingly accept words of counsel, 
as they blush for having been peacefully borne 
with. For to the mind that is intoxicated with 
frenzy, everything said that is right appears to be 
wrong. Wherefore, Abigail laudably did not speak 
to Nabal about his sin when he was intoxicated, 
and as laudably told him of it when he became 
sober. For it was precisely because he did not hear 
of his fault when drunk that he was able to recog-
nize it. Pastoral Care 3.16.1

25:39 David Blesses God for Avenging Him

All Things Are Ruled by God. Salvian 
the Presbyter: Having proved by Holy Scrip-

ture that all things are both watched and ruled 
by God, it remains now for me to show that 
most things in this world are judged by his 
divine power. When the holy David had borne 
the affronts and insults of Nabal from Carmel, 
because David delayed vengeance, he was 
avenged at once by the very hand of God. 
Shortly thereafter, when his enemy had been 
defeated and killed by the hand of God, David 
said,  “Blessed be the Lord who has judged the 
cause of my reproach at the hand of Nabal.” The 
Governance of God 2.3.2

25:40-43 David Takes Two Wives

A Mystery Signified by a Marital Union. 
Ambrose: David had two wives, Ahinoam the 
Jezreelite, and Abigail, whom he took later. The 
first was somewhat severe, the other full of mercy 
and graciousness, a kindly and generous soul who 
saw the Father with face unveiled, gazing on his 
glory. She received that heavenly dew of the grace 
of the Father, as her name is interpreted. What is 
the dew of the Father but the Word of God, 
which fills the hearts of all with the waters of 
faith and justice?

Beautifully does the true David say to this soul 
what was said to Abigail:  “Blessed be the Lord 
God of Israel, who sent you this day to meet me, 
and blessed be your customs.” And again he says 
to her,  “Go in peace into your house, behold now 

1ACW 11:139.   2FC 3:60*. 
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I have heard your voice and have honored your 
face.” In the Canticles, too, these are the words of 
the bridegroom to his bride:  “Show me your face 
and let me hear your voice.”3

Then she was sent away, since she had another 
husband who was called, in Hebrew, Nabal, 
which, in Latin, means foolish, harsh, unkind, 
ungentle, ungrateful, for he did not know how to 
show gratitude. Later, when her husband died, 
David the prophet took her as his wife, since she 

was set free from the law of her husband. 
Through this union is signified the mystery of the 
church of the Gentiles which would believe, for, 
after losing her husband to whom she was at first 
united, she made her way to Christ, bringing a 
dowry of piety, of humility and of faith, and 
enriched with the heritage of mercy. Letter 74.4

[ 2 6 : 1 - 5  S A U L  P U R S U E S  D A V I D

I N  T H E  W I L D E R N E S S  O F  Z I P H ]

2 6 : 6 - 1 2  D A V I D  S P A R E S  S A U L ’ S  L I F E  A  S E C O N D  T I M E

6Then David said to Ahimelech the Hittite, and to Joab’s brother Abishai the son of Zeruiah,
“Who will go down with me into the camp to Saul?” And Abishai said, “I will go down with you.”
7So David and Abishai went to the army by night; and there lay Saul sleeping within the encamp-
ment, with his spear stuck in the ground at his head; and Abner and the army lay around him.
8Then said Abishai to David, “God has given your enemy into your hand this day; now therefore
let me pin him to the earth with one stroke of the spear, and I will not strike him twice.” 9But
David said to Abishai, “Do not destroy him; for who can put forth his hand against the Lord’s
anointed, and be guiltless?” 10And David said, “As the Lord lives, the Lord will smite him; or his
day shall come to die; or he shall go down into battle and perish. 11The Lord forbid that I should
put forth my hand against the Lord’s anointed; but take now the spear that is at his head, and the
jar of water, and let us go.” 12So David took the spear and the jar of water from Saul’s head; and
they went away. No man saw it, or knew it, nor did any awake; for they were all asleep, because a
deep sleep from the Lord had fallen upon them.

Overview: Saul’s hostility toward David was in-
spired by the favors he received from David’s hand 
(Basil). It is through the merit of patience in bear-

ing sorrow and suffering that the saints attain their 
heavenly crowns (Cyprian). David’s decision to 
suffer ill patiently, rather than entering his king-

3Song 2:14.   4FC 26:421-22*.
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ship by satisfying his anger, inspires awe (Gregory 
of Nyssa). Unlike David, who persuaded his men 
with reason, rulers who force their will by decree 
demonstrate that their wisdom is corrupted 
(Athanasius). As repeated blows are required to 
chisel letters deeply into stone, so the Holy Spirit 
repeatedly recalls to mind the works of holy people 
of the past in order to dissuade ungodly behavior 
(Gregory of Nyssa).

26:7 David and Abishai Find Saul Asleep

Favors Inspire Hostility. Basil the 
Great: If Saul had been asked the reason for his 
hostility, he would have been compelled to admit 
that it was the favors received from David’s hand. 
Moreover, even though Saul had been found 
asleep by David during the very time that the lat-
ter was being pursued, and although Saul lay, an 
easy victim, before his enemy, his life was again 
spared by that just man, for he refrained from 
doing him violence. Concerning Envy.1

26:8-11 David Refuses to Kill Saul

Patience in Sorrow. Cyprian: But what 
great and wonderful and Christian patience is to 
be found in David from whom Christ descended 
according to the flesh! David often had the 
opportunity to kill King Saul, his persecutor, 
who was eager to destroy him. Yet when Saul was 
subject to him and in his power, David preferred 
to save his life and did not retaliate on his enemy 
but, on the contrary, even avenged him when he 
was killed. In short, many prophets have been 
killed, many martyrs have been honored with glo-
rious deaths, and all have attained their heavenly 
crowns through the merit of patience, for a crown 
for sorrow and suffering cannot be obtained 
unless patience in sorrow and suffering precede.
The Advantage of Patience 10.2

Suffer Ill Patiently. Gregory of Nyssa:
But this is marvelous not only for the fact that he 
grants life to the one who is doing everything 

against his life, but because David, although he 
had been anointed to the office of king and knew 
that he would not otherwise partake of that posi-
tion unless Saul were out of the way, judged it 
better to suffer ill patiently in his private low 
estate than to enter upon the kingship by satisfy-
ing his anger against the one who had caused him 
grief. On the Inscriptions of the Psalms 
2.16.266.3

Godly versus Human Wisdom. Athana-
sius: For the truth is not preached with swords 
or with darts, nor by means of soldiers, but by 
persuasion and counsel. But what persuasion is 
there where fear of the emperor4 prevails? Or 
what counsel is there, when he who withstands 
them receives at last banishment and death? Even 
David, although he was a king and had his enemy 
in his power, did not prevent the soldiers by an 
exercise of authority when they wished to kill his 
enemy, but, as the Scripture says, David per-
suaded his men by arguments, and did not allow 
them to rise up and put Saul to death. But [the 
devil], being without arguments of reason, forces 
all men by his power, that it may be shown to all 
that their wisdom is not according to God but 
merely human, and that they who favor the Arian 
doctrines have indeed no king but Caesar; for by 
his means it is that these enemies of Christ 
accomplish whatsoever they wish to do. History 
of the Arians 4.33.5

Reminders for Times of Misfortune. 
Gregory of Nyssa: After that, the opportunity 
to kill the enemy presented itself to him twice. 
Once in the cave Saul fell into David’s hands un-
awares, and again in the tent when he was relaxed 
in sleep. David stood over him when he was 
asleep, and when he could have satisfied all his 
anger by murdering the one who pursued him, he 
did not lay a hand on him himself, and he said to 
the one eager for the kill,  “Do not destroy.” The 

1FC 9:466-67.   2FC 36:273.   3GNTIP 207.   4Constantius, son of Con-
stantine.   5NPNF 2 4:281*. 
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voice which prevents destruction in the case of 
this man is obviously the voice of God.

For this reason, just as those who produce the 
more notable inscriptions on stones cut the char-
acters deeply by frequently applying the chisel 
with blows to the carving of the letters, so the 
Holy Spirit contrives, by means of continuous 
repetition, that this great saying may become 
more distinct and quite clear on the stela6 of our 
memory, so that this inscription, having been 
carved in us distinctly and without confusion, 
might be known well in the time of misfortunes. 
For, in my opinion, the goal of the economy of the 
Holy Spirit is to set forth the previous accom-
plishments of holy ones for guidance for the life 
after these accomplishments, the representation 

leading us forward to good which is equal and 
similar. For whenever the soul swells with 
revenge against someone who is provoking it, and 
the blood around the heart boils with anger 
against the one who has grieved the soul, then, 
when one has looked up at this stela which the 
Holy Spirit set up for David, and has read the 
word on it which David uttered on behalf of him 
who was eager for his own blood, he will not fail 
to calm the troubled thoughts in his soul and 
appease his passion by his desire to imitate the 
same things. On the Inscriptions of the 
Psalms 2.15.246-47.7

2 6 : 1 3 - 2 0  D A V I D  R E V E A L S  H I M S E L F  T O  A B N E R

13Then David went over to the other side, and stood afar off on the top of the mountain, with a
great space between them; 14and David called to the army, and to Abner the son of Ner, saying,
“Will you not answer, Abner?” Then Abner answered, “Who are you that calls to the king?” 15And
David said to Abner,  “Are you not a man? Who is like you in Israel? Why then have you not kept
watch over your lord the king? For one of the people came in to destroy the king your lord. 16This
thing that you have done is not good. As the Lord lives, you deserve to die, because you have not
kept watch over your lord, the Lord’s anointed. And now see where the king’s spear is, and the jar
of water that was at his head.”

Overview: Bede explains the typological signifi-
cance of the passage: David’s call to Abner from 
the mountaintop signifies Jesus who, in his heav-
enly kingdom, preaches to people of Israel 
through the apostles. The question he utters fore-
shadows the loss of the Israelite kingdom and 
temple worship. Parallel is found between the ex-
periences and the suffering of David and the Son 
of David as both were persecuted by envy 
(Ephrem).

26:13-14 David Calls to Abner

A Great Space Between Them. Bede: Jesus 
has passed from this world to his Father and 
remains upon the heights of his Father’s king-
dom, clearly out of human sight, where a great 
distance exists between him who sat at the right 
hand of God now that he in the flesh had become 
victorious over everlasting death, and those 
wretched mortals and godless ones of this world 

6An upright stone slab or pillar bearing an inscription or design.   
7GNTIP 200-201*.
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who labored to fight against him. Nonetheless, as 
he preached through his apostles, he called out to 
the people of Israel and to the experts in the law 
and forced them to rouse themselves from the 
slumber of their guilty indolence and to answer 
him by believing in him. Abner, whose name 
means  “lamp of the father,” points to those who 
ought to have imparted the light of the truth of 
that time to the people. His father, Ner, which 
means  “lamp,” alludes to their teachers who 
excelled in kindling the light of knowledge of the 
law in a spiritual fashion and in revealing to the 
ordinary teachers and to the people at large. 
Four Books on 1 Samuel 4.26.1

26:16 See Where the King’s Spear Is

The Loss of the Kingdom. Bede: The apos-
tles say,  “Now look, where is the scepter of your 
kingdom? You lost it on earth, and you have 
ceased to hope to find it in heaven. Where is your 
contemplative keeping of the law, for which you 
wholeheartedly thirsted and by which you 
boasted that you could wash your hands of your 
deeds and purify them from every filth of sin?” . . . 
Although all these things had not yet fully taken 
place in the days of the apostles, nonetheless they 
had already begun in part, both in the time before 
the apostles and while they were still alive, as 
anyone who reads history can discover. Finally, 
among the countless disasters which Herod the 
Great and his sons brought upon the Jews, they 
took away the sacred garb from the priests, they 
did not grant the priests permission to minister 
in their sacred garb, and they gutted the rules of 
the law about the priesthood and changed them 

in turn to fit their own pleasure. Pilate defiled the 
temple by bringing in the images of Caesar during 
the middle of the night. He was simply following 
Herod’s example of godlessness, since Herod had 
earlier profaned the temple by affixing a golden 
eagle on it and ordered any pious individual who 
tried to remove it to be burned alive. Caligula 
ordered the temple itself to be profaned, as well 
as all their synagogues, by offering pagan sacri-
fices there. He ordered it to be filled with statues 
and images and commanded them to worship him 
as a god. There is no end to listing all these ways 
in which both the worship and the political 
power of the Jews were curtailed until at last they 
perished altogether. Four Books on 1 Samuel 
4.26.2

Persecuted by Envy. Ephrem the Syrian:
Envy persecuted David, and jealousy the Son of 
David. David was blocked up in the depths of the 
cave, and the Son of David in the depths of the 
underworld. It was imagined that David was 
guilty and despised, and that death was con-
quered and laid low. David cried out,  “Where is 
your spear, O King?” and the Son of David,  
“Where is your victory, O Death?”3 Saul hurled 
his spear against David, and, although it did not 
strike him, the wall was witness to its blow.4 The 
crucifiers struck the Son of David with a lance,5 
and although his power was not injured, his body 
was a witness to their blow. David was not 
struck, nor was the Son of David injured. Com-
mentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron 21.12.6

1CCL 119:246.   2CCL 119:246.   31 Cor 15:55.   4See 1 Sam 18:10-11.   
5See Jn 19:34.   6ECTD 323.
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2 6 : 2 1 - 2 5  S A U L  C O N F E S S E S  H I S  S I N

21Then Saul said, “I have done wrong; return, my son David, for I will no more do you harm,
because my life was precious in your eyes this day; behold, I have played the fool, and have erred
exceedingly.” 22And David made answer, “Here is the spear, O king! Let one of the young men
come over and fetch it. 23The Lord rewards every man for his righteousness and his faithfulness;
for the Lord gave you into my hand today, and I would not put forth my hand against the Lord’s
anointed.”

Overview: David’s repentance, contrition of 
heart and obedience to the will of God secured 
his mercy in the eyes of God (Augustine).

26:23 Not Touching the Lord’s Anointed

David’s Humility and Repentance Sur-
pass His Sins. Augustine: In the case of 
David also, we read of both good and bad actions. 
But where David’s strength lay, and what the 
secret of his success was, is sufficiently plain, not 
to the blind malevolence with which Faustus 
assails holy writings and holy men, but to pious 
discernment, which bows to the divine authority 
and at the same time judges human conduct cor-
rectly. The Manichaeans1 will find, if they read 
the Scriptures, that God rebukes David more 
than Faustus does.2 But they will read also of the 
sacrifice of his penitence, of his surpassing gentle-
ness to his merciless and bloodthirsty enemy, 

whom David, pious as he was brave, dismissed 
unhurt when now and again he fell into his 
hands. They will read of his memorable humility 
under divine chastisement, when the kingly neck 
was so bowed under the Master’s yoke, that he 
bore with perfect patience bitter taunts from his 
enemy, though he was armed and had armed men 
with him. And when his companion was enraged 
at such things being said to the king and was on 
the point of requiting the insult on the head of 
the scoffer, he mildly restrained him, appealing to 
the fear of God in support of his own royal order 
and saying that this bad happened to him as a 
punishment from God, who had sent the man to 
curse him. Against Faustus, a Manichaean 
22.66.3

2 7 : 1 - 1 2  D A V I D  E S C A P E S  T O

P H I L I S T I N E  T E R R I T O R Y

1And David said in his heart, “I shall now perish one day by the hand of Saul; there is nothing
better for me than that I should escape to the land of the Philistines; then Saul will despair of seek-
ing me any longer within the borders of Israel, and I shall escape out of his hand.” 2So David arose

1Manichaeans held the dualist view that good and evil were discrete 
yet equal forces that battled eternally.   22 Sam 12.   3NPNF 1 4:297*.
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and went over, he and the six hundred men who were with him, to Achish the son of Maoch, king
of Gath. 3And David dwelt with Achish at Gath, he and his men, every man with his household,
and David with his two wives, Ahino-am of Jezreel, and Abigail of Carmel, Nabal’s widow. 4And
when it was told Saul that David had fled to Gath, he sought for him no more.

Overview: Caution is urged against viewing all 
potentates as enemies of Christianity since Is-
rael’s history reveals that many foreign kings 
proved to be the friends of the patriarchs 
(Augustine). Gath is figuratively understood as 
the winepress of affliction, which causes the 
church to pour forth the merits of its saints like 
nectar (Cassiodorus).

27:1-3 David and His Men Flee to Gath

Proved Their Friends. Augustine:  “What,” 
you say,  “have you to do with the kings of this 
world, in whom Christianity has never found 
anything save envy toward it?” Having said this, 
you endeavored to reckon up what kings the righ-
teous had found to be their enemies, and [you] 
did not consider how many more might be enu-
merated who have proved their friends. The 
patriarch Abraham was both most friendly 
treated, and presented with a token of friendship, 
by a king who had been warned from heaven not 
to defile his wife.1 Isaac his son likewise found a 
king most friendly to him.2 Jacob, being received 
with honor by a king in Egypt, went so far as to 
bless him.3 What shall I say of his son Joseph, 
who, after the tribulation of a prison, in which 
his chastity was tried as gold is tried in the fire, 
being raised by Pharaoh to great honors, even 

swore by the life of Pharaoh4—not as though 
puffed up with vain conceit but being not 
unmindful of his kindness. The daughter of a 
king adopted Moses.5 David took refuge with a 
king of another race, compelled thereto by the 
unrighteousness of the king of Israel. The Let-
ters of Petilian, the Donatist 2.93.204.6

The Winepress of Gath. Cassiodorus:  
“When the Philistines held him in Gath”; this is 
recounted in the text of the book of Kings [Sam-
uel]. David was terrorized by attacks of Saul and 
thought that he would be hidden in the city of 
Gath among the Philistines. But we have said 
that all this is to be explained as mystical allegory. 
Gath denotes  “winepress,” the squeezing which 
every Christian endures, but then he makes the 
harvest most abundant when he has been pressed 
by the rods of afflictions. So the church reason-
ably and appropriately speaks in this heading. 
Though weighed down by the persecutions of the 
Philistines, that is, by outsiders, [the church] 
pours forth the deserving merits of its saints with 
abundant freedom as though they were liquid 
nectar. Exposition of the Psalms 55.1.7

1Gen 20.   2Gen 26:6-11.   3Gen 47:1-7.   4Gen 39—41.   5Ex 2:10.   
6NPNF 1 4:579.   7ACW 52:30*.
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2 8 : 1 - 7  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S  P R E P A R E

T O  A T T A C K  I S R A E L

3Now Samuel had died, and all Israel had mourned for him and buried him in Ramah, his own
city. And Saul had put the mediums and the wizards out of the land.

Overview: Having no flattery in its portraits, 
Scripture shows David and Saul to be both 
praiseworthy and blameworthy (Augustine).

28:3 Saul Had Expelled Mediums and 
Wizards

A Faithful Mirror. Augustine: As has been 
said already, the sacred record, like a faithful mir-
ror, has no flattery in its portraits and either itself 
passes sentence upon human actions as worthy of 
approval or disapproval or leaves the reader to do 
so. And not only does it distinguish people as 
blameworthy or praiseworthy, but it also takes 
notice of cases where the blameworthy deserved 

praise, and the praiseworthy blame. Thus, 
although Saul was blameworthy, it was not the 
less praiseworthy in him to examine so carefully 
who had eaten food during the curse and to pro-
nounce the stern sentence in obedience to the 
commandment of God.1 So, too, he was right in 
banishing those that had familiar spirits and wiz-
ards out of the land. And although David was 
praiseworthy, we are not called on to approve or 
imitate his sins, which God rebukes by the 
prophet.2 Against Faustus, a Manichaean 
22.65.3

2 8 : 8 - 1 4  S A U L  C O N S U L T S  A  M E D I U M

8So Saul disguised himself and put on other garments, and went, he and two men with him; and
they came to the woman by night. And he said, “Divine for me by a spirit, and bring up for me
whomever I shall name to you.” . . . 11Then the woman said, “Whom shall I bring up for you?” He
said, “Bring up Samuel for me.” 12When the woman saw Samuel, she cried out with a loud voice;
and the woman said to Saul, “Why have you deceived me? You are Saul.” 13The king said to her,
“Have no fear; what do you see?” And the woman said to Saul, “I see a god coming up out of the
earth.” 14He said to her, “What is his appearance?” And she said, “An old man is coming up; and
he is wrapped in a robe.” And Saul knew that it was Samuel, and he bowed with his face to the
ground, and did obeisance.

11 Sam 14.   22 Sam 12.   3NPNF 1 4:296-97*.
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Overview: To suggest that Samuel was not 
brought up by a medium is tantamount to saying 
that the Scripture’s record of history is not true. 
Since the Holy Spirit speaks the words recorded 
in Scripture, their veracity is assured. Brought up 
by a medium, Samuel demonstrates that the God 
of the patriarchs is the God of the living. Sam-
uel’s presence in hades, like Jesus’, demonstrates 
that every place is in need of Christ (Origen). 
Given the power to deceive, the witch of Endor 
brought forth Satan, who was transformed into 
Samuel, a man of light (Tertullian). Since souls 
survive after death, as Samuel’s return proves, 
people should strive to be good so that their souls 
don’t fall under a wicked power ( Justin Mar-
tyr). That the soul rises in the form of a body is 
indicated by Samuel’s appearance (Methodius). 
While the soul extends or contracts itself to fit 
the body, it does not similarly adapt to clothing. 
Samuel’s appearance in bodily form suggests that 
the mind inhabits another [spiritual] body when 
it leaves its material one (Augustine).

28:11 Whom Shall I Bring Up for You?

Under the Sway of a Demon. Origen: Is it 
not the case then, if such a great man was under 
the earth and the medium did bring him up, that 
a little demon has sway over the soul of the 
prophet? What can I say? These things are 
recorded. Is it true or is it not true? To say that it 
is not true drives us to unbelief. It comes down 
on the heads of those who speak it. But to say it is 
true presents for us an enquiry and quandary.

And we well know that some among our 
brothers look askance at the Scripture and say, I 
do not believe in the medium. The medium says 
that she saw Samuel. She is lying! Samuel was 
not brought up. Samuel does not speak. Just as 
there are false prophets who say,  “Thus says the 
Lord,” and  “The Lord did not speak,”1 so too this 
little demon lies when it proclaims that it brings 
up the one pointed out by Saul. For,  “whom shall 
I bring up?” He says,  “Bring up Samuel for me.” 
These things are said by those who state that this 

history is not true. Homily on 1 Kings 28.2.2-3.2

The Holy Spirit Speaks. Origen: For what 
is it which has been written?  “And the woman 
said, Whom shall I bring up for you?” Whose 
expression is the one which says,  “The woman 
said”? Is it the expression of the Holy Spirit, from 
whom the Scripture is believed to be recorded, or 
is it the expression of someone else? For the nar-
rative expression, as those involved with all sorts 
of words also know, is above all the expression of 
the author. And the author for all of these words 
has not been believed to be a human, but the 
author is the Holy Spirit who moves humans.
Homily on 1 Kings 28.4.2.3

28:13 I See a God Coming Up out of the 
Earth

The God of the Living. Origen: They [the 
Jews] reflected on the death of Abraham and the 
prophets, understanding that Samuel, too, when 
he was under the earth because of death, was 
brought up by a medium who thought the gods 
were somewhere below the earth and who said,  “I 
saw gods4 ascending from the earth.” They had 
not, however, comprehended the life of Abraham 
and the prophets, nor that the God of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob was not the God of them as men 
who were dead, but as men who were alive.5  
Commentary on the Gospel of John 20.393.6

Every Place Has Need of Christ. Origen:
Samuel in hades! Samuel, he who was special 
among the prophets, who was dedicated to God 
from his birth,7 who before his birth is said to be 
in the temple, who at the same time he was 
weaned was clothed with the ephod and double 
cloak and became a priest of the Lord,8 the child 
to whom the Lord when he speaks uttered his 
messages, he was brought up by a medium? . . . 

1See Jer 2:2, 23:17.   2FC 97:320-21*.   3FC 97:322*.   4The LXX trans-
lates the Hebrew, which could signify  “god” or  “gods,” as plural.   5See 
Mt 22:32.   6FC 89:286.   71 Sam 1:11.   81 Sam 1:22; 2:18-19.
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Why is Samuel in hades? . . .
Samuel comes up, and note that she does not 

say that she saw the soul of Samuel. She does not 
say she saw a man. She has been scared by this 
thing which she saw. What did she see?  “I saw 
gods,” she says,  “coming up from the earth.” And 
perhaps Samuel has not only come up in order 
just to prophesy to Saul, but it is likely, just as 
here  “with the holy he will be holy, and with an 
innocent man he will be innocent,”9 and with the 
one of the chosen he will be as one of the chosen, 
and here the ways of the holy are with the holy 
but not with the sinners. And if then at some 
point the way of life of the holy is with the sin-
ners for the purpose of saving the sinners, so per-
haps also you may speculate whether either the 
holy souls of the other prophets in the coming up 
of Samuel come up together or perhaps whether 
they were angels of their spirits10—the prophet 
says,  “the angel who speaks in me”11—or whether 
they were angels who came up together with the 
spirits. And every [place] is filled with those who 
need salvation, and  “are they not all ministering 
spirits sent forth to serve for the sake of those 
who are to obtain salvation?”12 Why do you fear 
to say that every place has need of Jesus Christ? 
Those who have need of Christ have need of the 
prophets. But if he has no need of Christ, he has 
no need of those who prepare for the appearance 
and dwelling of Christ. Homily on 1 Kings 
28.3.2, 7.1.13

28:14 Samuel’s Appearance Prompts Saul’s 
Obeisance

The Power to Deceive. Tertullian: Why, 
even now the followers of Simon [Magus]14 are so 
confident of their art that they undertake to bring 
back the souls of the prophets from hell. And 
this, I believe, because their power lies in their 
ability to deceive. This power was actually 
granted to the witch of Endor, who brought back 
the soul of Samuel after Saul had consulted God 
in vain. Apart from that case, God forbid we 
should believe that any soul, much less a prophet, 

could be called forth by a demon. We are told that  
“Satan himself is transformed into an angel of 
light”15—and more easily into a man of light—
and that at the end he will work marvelous signs 
and show himself as God, so much so that,  “if 
possible, he will deceive even the elect.”16 He 
hardly hesitated to declare to Saul that he was the 
prophet [Samuel] in whom the devil was then 
dwelling.

So, you must not think that the spirit which 
created the apparition was different from the one 
who made Saul believe in it; but, the same spirit 
was in the witch of Endor and in the apostate 
[Saul], and so it was easy for him to suggest the 
lie that he had already made Saul believe. Saul’s 
treasure, indeed, was then where his heart was,17 
where God most certainly was not. Thus, he saw 
only the devil, through whom he believed he 
would see Samuel, for he believed in the spirit 
who showed him the apparition. On the Soul 
57.7-9.18

Souls Survive After Death. Justin Mar-
tyr: That souls survive I have shown to you from 
the fact that the soul of Samuel was called up by 
the witch, as Saul demanded. It appears also that 
all the souls of similar righteous people and 
prophets fell under the dominion of such powers, 
which is certainly to be inferred from the very 
facts in the case of that witch. For this reason 
God, by his Son, also teaches us—for whose sake 
these things seem to have been done—always to 
strive earnestly and at death to pray that our 
souls may not fall into the hands of any such 
power.19 Dialogue with Trypho 105.20

Clothed in a Body. Methodius: And, there-
fore, if we inquire regarding the  “tongue,” and the  
“finger,” and  “Abraham’s bosom,” and the reclin-
ing there, it may perhaps be that the soul receives 
a form similar in appearance to its earthly body in 

9Ps 18:25 (17:25 LXX).   10See 1 Pet 3:19.   11Zech 1:9.   12Heb 1:14.   
13FC 97:321, 327*.   14Simon the sorcerer; see Acts 8.   152 Cor 11:14.   
16Mt 24:24.   17Mt 6:21.   18FC 10:305*.   19Lk 23:46.   20ANF 1:252*. 
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the change. If, then, any one of those who have 
fallen asleep is recorded as having reappeared, he 
is seen in the same way and in the form that he 
had when he was in the flesh. Besides, when 
Samuel appeared, it is clear that, being seen, he 
was clothed in a body; and this must especially be 
admitted, if we are pressed by arguments which 
prove that the essence of the soul is incorporeal 
and is manifested by itself. On the Resurrec-
tion 3.2.19.21

The Semblance of a Body. Augustine: Why, 
then, did the rich man in hell crave for the drop of 
water?22 Why did holy Samuel appear after his 
death (as you have yourself noticed) clothed in 
his usual garments? Did the one wish to repair 
the ruins of the soul, as of the flesh, by the ali-
ment of water? Did the other quit life with his 
clothes on him? Now in the former case there was 
a real suffering, which tormented the soul, but 
not a real body, such as required food. The latter 
might have seemed to be clothed, not as being a 
true body but a soul only, having the semblance of 
a body with clothing. For although the soul 
extends and contracts itself to suit the members 

of the body, it does not similarly adapt itself to 
the clothes, so as to fit its form to them. On the 
Soul and Its Origin 4.29.23

Another Body to Animate. Augustine: I 
see no objection to saying that each mind has 
another body [so4ma pneumatikos] when it leaves 
this solid one, and so the mind always has a body 
to animate, and in it crosses over, if there is any 
place to which necessity compels it to go, since, 
indeed, the angels themselves cannot be enumer-
ated if they are not counted by bodies, as truth 
itself says in the Gospel:  “I could ask my Father 
to send me twelve legions of angels”;24 and also 
since it is evident that Samuel was seen in the 
body when he was raised by the incantation of 
Saul, and since it is clear, according to the Gospel, 
that Moses, whose body was buried, came to the 
Lord on the mount when they stood together.25

Letter 158.26

2 8 : 1 5 - 2 5  S A M U E L  P R O P H E S I E S  S A U L ’ S  D E M I S E

15Then Samuel said to Saul, “Why have you disturbed me by bringing me up?” Saul answered,
“I am in great distress; for the Philistines are warring against me, and God has turned away from
me and answers me no more, either by prophets or by dreams; therefore I have summoned you to
tell me what I shall do.” 16And Samuel said, “Why then do you ask me, since the Lord has turned
from you and become your enemy? 17The Lord has done to you as he spoke by me; for the Lord
has torn the kingdom out of your hand, and given it to your neighbor, David. 18Because you did not
obey the voice of the Lord, and did not carry out his fierce wrath against Amalek, therefore the
Lord has done this thing to you this day. 19Moreover the Lord will give Israel also with you into
the hand of the Philistines; and tomorrow you and your sons shall be with me; the Lord will give
the army of Israel also into the hand of the Philistines.”

21ANF 6:377*.   22Lk 16:24.   23NPNF 1 5:367*.   24Mt 26:53.   25Mt 
17:3.   26FC 20:358*.
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Overview: Samuel’s presence in hades, like 
Christ’s, in no way diminishes his holiness or 
purpose (Origen). His appearance and predic-
tions regarding Saul’s future show that some 
from the dead may be sent to the living (Augus-
tine). Demons are incapable of prophesying 
God’s great mysteries (Origen). The one who 
lets the guilty go unpunished despises God’s 
judgment and urges the innocent to commit 
crimes (Ennodius).

28:15 Why Have You Disturbed Me?

The Holy Descended into Hades. Origen:
If the prophets, the forerunners of Christ, all 
went down into hades before the Christ, so too 
Samuel has gone down there. For he does not 
merely go down, but he goes down as a holy man. 
Wherever the holy man may be, he is holy. Is 
Christ no longer Christ, since he was once in 
hades? Was he no longer Son of God, since he 
existed in an underworld place,  “that every knee 
should bow in the name of Jesus Christ in heaven 
and on earth and under the earth”?1 So, Christ 
was Christ even when he was below; that is to 
say, while he was in the place below, he was above 
in purpose. So too, the prophets and Samuel, 
even if they go down below where the souls are, 
they are able to be in a place below, but they are 
not below in purpose. Homily on 1 Kings 
28.8.1.2

28:17-19 The Prophecies Concerning Saul

Visits from the Dead. Augustine: Also, 
some can be sent to the living from the dead, just 
as in the opposite direction divine Scripture testi-
fies that Paul was snatched from the living into 
paradise.3 Samuel the prophet, although dead, 
predicted future events to King Saul, who was 
alive, although some think that it was not Samuel 
himself who was able to be called forth by some 
magic, but that some spirit so allied with evil 
works had feigned a likeness to him—yet the 
book of Ecclesiasticus, which Jesus the son of Sir-

ach is said to have written, but because of some 
similarity of style is thought to be the work of 
Solomon, contains in praise of the fathers the fact 
that Samuel prophesied even though dead.4 If 
there is objection to this book on the ground that 
it is not in the canon of ancient Hebrew Scrip-
ture, what are we going to say of Moses, who in 
Deuteronomy is certainly recorded as dead and 
again in the Gospel of Matthew is reported to 
have appeared to the living along with Elijah who 
did not die.5 The Care to Be Taken for the 
Dead 15.18.6

Prophecy and Demons. Origen: Is a little 
demon capable of prophesying concerning the 
entire people of God that the Lord is about to 
deliver Israel? . . .

Can also a little demon know this, that after a 
king has been appointed with the anointing oil of 
a prophet, that tomorrow Saul and his sons with 
him will forfeit their lives? . . .

But I cannot give to a little demon such a great 
power that he can prophesy concerning Saul and 
the people of God and he can prophesy concern-
ing David that he will become king. Homilies 
on 1 Kings 5.5, 5.8.7

28:18 Because You Did Not Obey the Lord

Letting the Guilty Go Unpunished. 
Ennodius: The need of severe measures tends to 
crush all gentleness and compassion of heart. The 
testimony of Scripture supports my assertion. We 
read that a sovereign sinned who spared an 
enemy appointed by heaven to be slain. His 
leniency brought upon him the penalty which his 
severity should have inflicted upon another. He 
who refuses to take vengeance, himself becomes 
its victim. He who, having an enemy in his 
power, pardons him, either makes light of or 
despises the weight of God’s judgment. Rightly 
do they suffer punishment who have done wrong. 

1Phil 2:10.   2FC 97:329-30*.   3See 2 Cor 12:2.   4See Sir 46:16-20.   
5See Deut 34:5; Mt 17:3.   6FC 27:377*.   7FC 97:324-25, 330.
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He who pardons present faults transmits them to 
posterity. As for . . . the patience of our Redeemer
—mercy and grace embrace those whom the 
severity of the law forms. Never has a doctor 
restored a sick person to perfect health without 
first cutting away the putrid members and draw-

ing out the filth hidden deep within. He who lets 
the guilty go unpunished urges the innocent to 
commit crimes.8 Life of St. Epiphanius.9

2 9 : 1 - 1 1  D A V I D  I S  R E M O V E D

F R O M  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E  R A N K S

2As the lords of the Philistines were passing on by hundreds and by thousands, and David and
his men were passing on in the rear with Achish, 3the commanders of the Philistines said, “What
are these Hebrews doing here? . . . 5Is not this David, of whom they sing to one another in dances,

‘Saul has slain his thousands,
and David his ten thousands’?”
6Then Achish called David and said to him, “As the Lord lives, you have been honest, and to

me it seems right that you should march out and in with me in the campaign; for I have found
nothing wrong in you from the day of your coming to me to this day. Nevertheless the lords do not
approve of you. 7So go back now; and go peaceably, that you may not displease the lords of the Phil-
istines.”

Overview: The Philistines’ disdain for the He-
brews signifies the attitude of pagans toward 
Christians. Words that celebrate David’s deeds, 
like the church’s praises of Christ’s faithfulness, 
evoke anger and fear in each one’s enemies. Like 
Achish, who sent David on his way after con-
fessing his uprightness, Gentile Christians 
praise Christ but resist entrusting the word to 
powerful pagans lest it result in persecution 
(Bede).

29:3 What Are These Hebrews Doing Here?

Pagans Despise Pilgrims. Bede: The pagans 
despise the life, fellowship and teaching of those 
who believe in Christ, who are rightly called 

Hebrews, that is,  “pilgrims.” For they know to 
pass over at the present time from vices to vir-
tues, and in the future they hope to pass over 
from death to life. Looking from the summit of 
their heavenward mind, they know how to tran-
scend the base desires of fleshly things and all the 
hostilities of the world. Four Books on 1 Sam-
uel 4.29.1

29:5 The Philistines Recall David’s Valor for 
Israel 

Praise Evokes Anger. Bede: As the church 
among the Gentiles praises the faithfulness of 

1CCL 119:259.  

8In this portion of the dialogue, King Theodoric speaks to Epiphanius.   
9FC 15:334-35*.
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Christ through which it is awarded eternal life, 
the philosophers and high priests of idols are 
angered and fear to entrust themselves to him. 
They grieve that their own civilization and wis-
dom was destroyed by his word. They see clearly 
that the choir of the holy church celebrates his 
great triumph over the ancient enemy—a tri-
umph such as no one else has ever been able to 
accomplish. As they come to understand the 
faith, they refuse to unite themselves to the 
members of Christ and refuse to submit them-
selves to his authority. Four Books on 1 Sam-
uel 4.29.2

29:6 Achish Dismisses David

Praise and Persecution. Bede: Achish him-
self confesses that David was upright, innocent 
and good, like an angel of God, but he ordered 
him to depart from the battleline of the Philis-

tines and to go his way in peace, since Achish did 
not wish to offend the princes of the Philistines. 
The throng of the faithful among the Gentiles 
praises, loves and proclaims the righteousness, 
mercy and holiness of Christ, since he had been 
sent by God to save the Gentiles. But they beg 
not to be forced to entrust the word to blasphem-
ers, arrogant people and notorious idolaters, lest 
by chance they hear something and refuse to 
believe it and bring greater judgment against 
them. They ask their Lord, as it were, that he be 
content to rest in the peaceful and calm heart of 
the believers rather than to offer to the unbeliev-
ers an opportunity to persecute them as these 
opponents stir up trouble. Four Books on 
1 Samuel 4.29.3

3 0 : 1 - 1 0  D A V I D  R E T U R N S

T O  A  P L U N D E R E D  Z I K L A G

1Now when David and his men came to Ziklag on the third day, . . . 3they found it burned with
fire, and their wives and sons and daughters taken captive. 4Then David and the people who were
with him raised their voices and wept, until they had no more strength to weep. 

Overview: Bede draws a parallel between 
David’s weeping at finding Ziklag plundered to 
that of teachers who lament for those whose sim-
ple faith has been corrupted.

30:3-4 David and His Company Weep

Lamenting the Corruption of Faith. 
Bede: When the Lord came among his elect and 
the catholic teachers and saw the towers and 

roofs which once gleamed but now lay razed to 
the ground by the firebrand of heretical talk, he 
first moved his father with his prayers that the 
church be restored (as was fitting for him to do) 
and then he immediately attended to the under-
taking of restoring it. The teachers lament the 
churches and souls entrusted to them, which they 
had begotten for God and nourished by the help 
but which had become corrupted from the sim-
plicity of their faith when Christ’s help was 

2CCL 119:259.   3CCL 119:259.
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delayed for a time. This corresponds to how 
David’s wives and children were led away captive, 
when his arrival was delayed for a time. But if his 
grace and aid had been present, they would not 

have been able to seize everything. Four Books 
on 1 Samuel 4.30.1

3 0 : 1 1 - 2 0  D A V I D  O V E R T A K E S  T H E  A M A L E K I T E S

11They found an Egyptian in the open country, and brought him to David; and they gave him
bread and he ate, they gave him water to drink, 12and they gave him a piece of a cake of figs and
two clusters of raisins. And when he had eaten, his spirit revived; for he had not eaten bread or
drunk water for three days and three nights. 13And David said to him, “To whom do you belong?
And where are you from?” He said, “I am a young man of Egypt, servant to an Amalekite; and my
master left me behind because I fell sick three days ago. 14We had made a raid upon the Negeb of
the Cherethites and upon that which belongs to Judah and upon the Negeb of Caleb; and we
burned Ziklag with fire.” 15And David said to him, “Will you take me down to this band?” And he
said, “Swear to me by God, that you will not kill me, or deliver me into the hands of my master,
and I will take you down to this band.”

16And when he had taken him down, behold, they were spread abroad over all the land, eating
and drinking and dancing, because of all the great spoil they had taken from the land of the Philis-
tines and from the land of Judah. 17And David smote them from twilight until the evening of the
next day; and not a man of them escaped, except four hundred young men, who mounted camels
and fled.

Overview: David’s encounter with the Egyptian 
servant is interpreted allegorically as the conver-
sion of an outcast who is renewed by Christ 
(Gregory the Great) or as the experience of a 
person who escapes away from heretics to the 
church (Bede).

30:11-17 An Egyptian Servant

An Allegory of Conversion. Gregory the 
Great: The poor and the feeble, the blind and 
the lame, are called and come because the weak 
and the despised in this world are often quicker 

to hear the voice of God, as in this world they 
have nothing to delight them. 

The Egyptian servant of the Amalekites is a 
good example of this. When the Amalekites were 
plundering and moving about, he was left behind 
on the road sick and fainting from hunger and 
thirst. When David found him, he provided him 
with food and drink, and as soon as he revived he 
became David’s guide, found the celebrating 
Amalekites, and with great bravery overthrew the 
people who had left him behind sick.

Amalekite means  “a people that laps.” What 
does  “a people that laps” signify but the hearts of 

1CCL 119:261.



1 Samuel 30:21-31

327

the worldly? Going about after the things of 
earth, it is as if they are lapping them up when 
they take delight in temporal things alone. A lap-
ping people takes plunder, so to speak, when out 
of its love for earthly things it heaps up profit 
from others’ losses. The Egyptian servant is left 
behind on the road sick, because all sinners, once 
they begin to grow weak from the situation of 
this world, soon come to be despised by worldly 
minds. David found him and provided him with 
food and drink, because the Lord, who is  “brave 
in hand” (if we attribute to him the meaning of 
David’s name), does not despise what the world 
has cast aside. Often he directs to the grace of his 
love those who are not strong enough to follow 
the world, and who are, so to speak, left behind 
on the road, holding out to them the food and 
drink of his word. It is as if he chooses them as 
guides for himself on the road when he makes 
them his preachers. When they bring Christ to 
the hearts of sinners, it is as if they are leading 
David upon the enemy, and, like David, they 
strike the celebrating Amalekites with the sword, 
because by the Lord’s power they overthrow all 
the proud who had despised them in the world.
Forty Gospel Homilies 36.1

Escaping from Heretics. Bede: It is a rule of 
the church to ask through its teachers about 
those who escape from the heretics and flee to it. 
They ask who they were before, what they 

thought about the faith, where they will travel in 
spirit in the future and when they recognized that 
they opposed the heresies with all their mind and 
began to approve of the catholic faith. Then, once 
they have been reconciled, the church applies to 
them the sacraments of the catholic faith. This 
procedure is followed so that they may not seem 
to cast what is holy to the dogs or pearls before 
swine. The church asks,  “To whom did you listen 
and from what body of Christians or to which 
body of Christians did you arrange to come?” 
Whoever truly wishes to escape the snares of the 
heretics must answer,  “I confess that I was con-
cealed in sins, sold to the heretics as I listened to 
them. But my teacher abandoned me, after he had 
filled me with his errors. When the heretics were 
waging war against the church, my teacher saw 
that I was less suitable for this battle because of 
some defect in my tongue or talent. He did not 
want, moreover, to take me with him into such a 
great conflict, inasmuch as we had sallied forth 
from the south, that is, from the light, had prom-
ised that our doctrine was complete and vivifying 
through the breath of the Holy Spirit, had led not 
a few Gentiles into our sect and had disturbed 
the very faith of the church in large measure.”
Four Books on 1 Samuel 4.30.2

3 0 : 2 1 - 3 1  T H E  D I V I S I O N  O F  T H E  S P O I L

21Then David came to the two hundred men, who had been too exhausted to follow David, and
who had been left at the brook Besor; and they went out to meet David and to meet the people who
were with him; and when David drew near to the people he saluted them. 22Then all the wicked
and base fellows among the men who had gone with David said, “Because they did not go with us,
we will not give them any of the spoil which we have recovered, except that each man may lead

1CS 123:318-19.   2CCL 119:263-64.
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away his wife and children, and depart.” 23But David said, “You shall not do so, my brothers, with
what the Lord has given us; he has preserved us and given into our hand the band that came
against us. 24Who would listen to you in this matter? For as his share is who goes down into the
battle, so shall his share be who stays by the baggage; they shall share alike.”

Overview: Unity within the community is 
based upon the equal treatment of its members 
(Horsiesi).

30:21-24 All Receive a Share of the Spoils

A Like Measure for All. Horsiesi: Let 
there be no special food for anyone working in the 
kneading room. Let the food be the same for 
everyone, for those who bake and those who are 
appointed to any task, in accordance with what 
was established from the beginning by the father 
of the koino4nia, Apa, to whom God entrusted this 
great calling. If other fathers who have succeeded 
him have made canons granting special food to 
the bakers, they did so after Moses’ manner, as 
we have learned in the Gospel that says,  “Because 
of your hardness of heart, Moses has allowed you 
to repudiate your wives, but in the beginning it 
was not like this.”1 If, for some light fatigue, a 
man separates himself from his brother and dif-
fers from him in his food more than do those who 
are to leave for the harvest or for any other task at 

which they will have to endure the heat, let us not 
allow the brothers who have been appointed for 
any other task in the community to eat with 
these, since they have not set out to endure the 
heat and to work strenuously.

On the contrary, the unity of the koino4nia con-
sists in a like measure for all, according to the 
saints’ way of doing; thus David approached 
those who had not gone to war and spoke to them 
peacefully, giving them a share of the spoils equal 
to that received by those who had gone to war 
with him. He did not listen to those who were 
wicked and said,  “We will not share with them.” 
The Lord taught us likewise in the Gospel by the 
parable, when those who had  “borne the weight 
of the day and the heat murmured, saying, ‘Why 
have you treated us like those who have worked 
only an hour?’ ”2 They, too, heard the reproach,  
“Is your eye evil because I am good?”3 Regula-
tions 2.48.4

3 1 : 1 - 1 3  S A U L ,  H I S  S O N S  A N D  H I S  A R M Y  P E R I S H

1Now the Philistines fought against Israel; and the men of Israel fled before the Philistines, and
fell slain on Mount Gilboa. 2And the Philistines overtook Saul and his sons; and the Philistines
slew Jonathan and Abinadab and Malchishua, the sons of Saul. 3The battle pressed hard upon
Saul, and the archers found him; and he was badly wounded by the archers. 4Then Saul said to his
armor-bearer, “Draw your sword, and thrust me through with it, lest these uncircumcised come
and thrust me through, and make sport of me.” But his armor-bearer would not; for he feared
greatly. Therefore Saul took his own sword, and fell upon it.

1Mt 19:8.   2Mt 20:11-12.   3Mt 20:15.   4CS 48:214-15*.
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Overview: The Philistines’ overtaking of Saul 
and his sons illustrates the corruptive power of 
heresies (Bede). Saul was struck by the spiritual 
arrows of the Lord (Verecundus). Saul’s armor 
bearer mystically represents the teachers of the 
law whose weapons are the words of spiritual 
teaching (Bede).

31:2 The Philistines Overtook Saul and His 
Sons

The Master of Corruption. Bede: The 
nations that surrounded Judah rushed in with the 
sole intention of destroying the kingdom of Judah 
and of removing the sons of the kingdom from its 
midst. So too with their corruption they cor-
rupted the high priests, scribes and Pharisees—
and even the heretics. They forbade the sons of 
the kingdom (certainly, a reference to the leaders 
of that kingdom) from preaching or worshiping 
the grace of the Holy Spirit in their sincere heart. 
That is the meaning of their striking down 
Jonathan,  “the gift of the dove.” They forbade 
praising the Father through a worthy confession, 
who made us his sons not by nature but by adop-
tion. The death of Abinadab pointed to this, for 
his name means  “Father of his own volition.” 
They resisted so that they would not believe in 
the salvation that was coming into the world 
through Christ’s kingdom. The death of Malch-
ishua pointed to this, since his name means  “My 
king is my salvation.” I believe that the philoso-
pher who seduced Arius1 killed Malchishua, as it 
were, just as the one who seduced Macedonius2 
killed Jonathan, and the one who seduced Mani3 
killed Abinadab. I say that because the master of 
corruption taught Arius to deny the omnipotence 
of Christ the king, Macedonius to detract from 
the gift of the Holy Spirit, and Mani to blas-
pheme the goodness of our great God. Four 
Books on 1 Samuel 4.31.4

31:3 Saul Badly Wounded

Arrows of the Lord. Verecundus:  “I will 

inebriate my arrows with blood, and my sword 
will devour flesh.”5 These are the spiritual arrows 
of the Lord with which he strikes the heart of the 
human race and drains our spiritual blood. For 
just as Christ himself is called an arrow, chosen 
by the hand of the Father,6 so also his apostles are 
named arrows metaphorically, whom his power-
ful bow dispersed throughout the entire breadth 
of the world. Perhaps Jonathan shot the same 
arrows as a sign that David should flee from the 
hand of his cruel king.7 And Saul was struck by 
these very arrows, that such an obviously worth-
less king would be deprived of the Israelite king-
dom. These are the arrows that drink the blood of 
our infidelity and carnal sins, for which reason it 
is said concerning them:  “They will eat the sins 
of my people.”8 Commentary on the Ecclesias-
tical Canticles, On Deuteronomy 43.9

31:4 Saul Commands His Armor Bearer to 
Strike Him

Words of Spiritual Teaching. Bede: The 
armor bearer of Saul represents the teachers of 
the law, for just as the arms and arrows of the 
Philistines are the deceptions of depraved people, 
so in contrast the arms of the Israelites cannot be 
understood in any other way other than to refer 
mystically to the words of spiritual teaching by 
which the people of God ought to have protected 
themselves from all dangers. But when Saul had 
been wounded by the archers and was at the 
point of despair, he preferred to die by the sword 
of his armor bearer than by the sword of the 
uncircumcised. The chiefs of the kingdom of the 
Jews, once they had spent the course of their life 
in their sins and being at the point of death, pre-
ferred to perish as their teachers set aside the 
commandments of the law and taught them to do 

1Arius was a priest from Alexandria, Egypt, who taught that Christ 
was not fully divine.   2Macedonius was an Arian bishop of Constanti-
nople. He is said to have denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit.   3Mani 
was the founder of Manichaeism, a Gnostic religion. He taught an 
extreme form of dualism.   4CCL 119:267.   5Deut 32:42.   6See Is 49:2.   
7See 1 Sam 20:35-42.   8Hos 4:8.   9CCL 93:61.
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the same rather than to perish by consorting with 
the Gentiles and so defiling themselves, since 
they called the Gentiles profane and unclean. At 
last they feared even to enter the governor’s resi-
dence  “so that they might not be contaminated 
but be able to eat the Passover.”10 To be sure, that 
Passover ended up harming them by the very law 

which they had accepted, for they did not fear to 
contaminate that Passover with the blood of an 
innocent man. Four Books on 1 Samuel 4.31.11

10Jn 18:28.   11CCL 119:268.
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2  S a m u e l  

[ 1 : 1 - 1 0  D A V I D  L E A R N S  O F  S A U L ’ S  D E A T H ]

1 : 1 1 - 1 6  D A V I D  O R D E R S  T H E  A M A L E K I T E ’ S  D E A T H

11Then David took hold of his clothes, and rent them; and so did all the men who were with
him; 12and they mourned and wept and fasted until evening for Saul and for Jonathan his son and
for the people of the Lord and for the house of Israel, because they had fallen by the sword. 13And
David said to the young man who told him, “Where do you come from?” And he answered, “I am
the son of a sojourner, an Amalekite.” 14David said to him, “How is it you were not afraid to put
forth your hand to destroy the Lord’s anointed?” 15Then David called one of the young men and
said, “Go, fall upon him.” And he smote him so that he died. 16And David said to him, “Your blood
be upon your head; for your own mouth has testified against you, saying, ‘I have slain the Lord’s
anointed.’ ”

Overview: David went beyond the law’s com-
mand to pay back one’s enemies in kind by 
mourning and avenging the death of Saul, his 
persecutor (Cassian). In the absence of laws that 
command taking a life, killing another is unlaw-
ful, even if done out of mercy (Augustine). Saul 
was the cause of his own death ( Jerome).

1:14-16 David Orders the Death of the 
Amalekite

Beyond the Precepts of the Law. John 
Cassian: We know that David went beyond the 
precepts of the law when, despite Moses’ com-
mand to pay back one’s enemies in kind, he not 

only did not do this but even embraced his perse-
cutors in love, prayed devoutly to the Lord on 
their behalf, even wept mournfully for them and 
revenged them when they were slain. Confer-
ence 21.4.2.1

On Killing Another. Augustine: But when 
no laws or lawful authorities give command, it is 
not lawful to kill another, even if he wishes and 
asks for it and has no longer the strength to live, 
as is clearly proved by the Scripture in the book 
of Kings [Samuel], where King David ordered 
the slayer of King Saul to be put to death, 

1ACW 57:720.
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although he said that he had been importuned by 
the wounded and half-dead king to kill him with 
one blow and to free his soul struggling with the 
fetters of the body and longing to be released 
from those torments. Letter 204.2

The Cause of His Own Death. Jerome:
Hence,  “his blood will come upon him,”3 that is, 
he will be the cause of his own death, according 

to which principle David said to the one who had 
announced Saul’s death and had related that the 
king of Israel fell on his own sword:  “Your blood 
be upon your head.” Not by my sentence, but by 
the blood of Saul will your blood be spilled. 
Commentary on Hosea 3.12.4

1 : 1 7 - 2 7  D A V I D  L A M E N T S  O V E R

S A U L  A N D  J O N A T H A N

17And David lamented with this lamentation over Saul and Jonathan his son . . .
19“Thy glory, O Israel, is slain upon thy high places!

How are the mighty fallen!
20Tell it not in Gath,

publish it not in the streets of Ashkelon;
lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice,

lest the daughters of the uncircumcised exult.

21“Ye mountains of Gilboa,
let there be no dew or rain upon you,
nor upsurging of the deep!c

For there the shield of the mighty was defiled,
the shield of Saul, not anointed with oil. . . .

25“How are the mighty fallen
in the midst of the battle!

“Jonathan lies slain upon thy high places.
26I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan;

very pleasant have you been to me;
your love to me was wonderful,
passing the love of women.

2FC 32:6*.   3Hos 12:14.   4CCL 76:140.
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27“How are the mighty fallen,
and the weapons of war perished!”

c Cn: Heb fields of offerings

Overview: As David desired to keep the news of 
Saul’s death from enemy ears, so Christians must 
resist spreading news of another’s failure or 
downfall (Chrysostom). David’s curse upon the 
mountains of Gilboa demonstrates his profound 
lamentation for Saul’s death. Furthermore, it il-
lustrates how nature testifies to the severe pun-
ishment awaiting the guilty (Ambrose). The 
mutual love of Jonathan and David, lamented at 
Jonathan’s death, characterized a wonderful and 
exemplary friendship (Chrysostom).

1:20 Tell It Not in Gath

On Spreading Rumors. Chrysostom: You 
have heard David’s lament for Saul. . . . If David 
did not wish the matter paraded in public so that 
it might not be a source of joy to his foes, so 
much the more must we avoid spreading the story 
to alien ears. Rather, we must not spread it even 
among ourselves for fear that our enemies may 
hear it and rejoice, for fear that our own may 
learn of it and fall. We must hush it up and keep 
it guarded on every side. Do not say to me,  “I told 
so-and-so.” Keep the story to yourself. If you did 
not manage to keep quiet, neither will he manage 
to keep his tongue from wagging. Discourses 
Against Judaizing Christians 8.4.10.1

1:21 Let There Be No Dew or Rain

The Condemnation of the Elements. 
Ambrose: Nature, therefore, by withholding its 
gifts from those places which were to be wit-
nesses of a parricidal act and by its condemnation 
of innocent soil, makes clear to us the severity of 
the future punishments of the guilty. The very 
elements are, therefore, condemned because of 
the crime of people. Hence David condemned the 
mountains, in which Jonathan and his father were 

slain, to be punished with perpetual sterility, say-
ing,  “You mountains of Gilboa, let neither dew 
nor rain come upon you, mountains of death.”
Cain and Abel 2.8.26.2

How Are the Mighty Fallen. Ambrose: 
What a virtuous action was that when David 
wished rather to spare the king his enemy, though 
he could have injured him!3 How useful, too, it 
was, for it helped him when he succeeded to the 
throne. For all learned to observe faith in their king 
and not to seize the kingdom but to fear and rever-
ence him. Thus, what is virtuous was preferred to 
what was useful, and then usefulness followed 
from what was virtuous. But that he spared him 
was a small matter; he also grieved for him when 
slain in war and mourned for him with tears, say-
ing,  “You mountains of Gilboa, let neither dew nor 
rain fall upon you; you mountains of death, for 
there the shield of the mighty is cast away, the 
shield of Saul. It is not anointed with oil but with 
the blood of the wounded and the fat of the war-
riors. The bow of Jonathan turned not back, and 
the sword of Saul returned not empty. Saul and 
Jonathan were lovely and very dear, inseparable in 
life, and in death they were not divided. They were 
swifter than eagles, they were stronger than lions. 
You daughters of Israel, weep over Saul, who 
clothed you in scarlet with your ornaments, who 
put on gold upon your apparel. How are the 
mighty fallen in the midst of the battle! Jonathan 
was wounded even to death. I am distressed for 
you, my brother Jonathan; very pleasant have you 
been to me. Your love came to me like the love of 
women. How have the mighty fallen and the 
longed-for weapons perished!” What mother could 
weep thus for her only son as he wept here for his 
enemy? Who could follow his benefactor with 

1FC 68:220.   2FC 42:427*.   3See 1 Sam 24:10.   4NPNF 2 10:77*.
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such praise as that with which he followed the 
man who plotted against his life? How affection-
ately he grieved, with what deep feeling he 
bewailed him! The mountains dried up at the 
prophet’s curse, and a divine power filled the judg-
ment of him who spoke it. Therefore the elements 
themselves paid the penalty for witnessing the 
king’s death. Duties of the Clergy 3.9.4

1:25-26 David Laments Jonathan’s Death

A Wonderful Friendship. Chrysostom: I 
will now cite from the Scriptures a wonderful in-
stance of friendship. Jonathan, the son of Saul, 
loved David, and his soul was so knit to him that 
David in mourning over him says,  “Your love to 
me was wonderful, passing the love of women. You 
were wounded fatally.” What then? Did Jonathan 
envy David? Not at all, though he had great rea-
son. Why? Because, by the events he perceived that 
the kingdom would pass from himself to him, yet 
he felt nothing of the kind. He did not say,  “This 
one is depriving me of my paternal kingdom,” but 
he favored David obtaining the sovereignty; and he 
didn’t spare his father for the sake of his friend. Yet 
let not any one think him a parricide, for he did 
not injure his father but restrained Saul’s unjust 
attempts. He rather spared than injured him. He 
did not permit Saul to proceed to an unjust mur-

der. He was many times willing even to die for his 
friend, and far from accusing David, he restrained 
even his father’s accusation. Instead of envying, 
Jonathan joined in obtaining the kingdom for him. 
Why do I speak of wealth? He even sacrificed his 
own life for David. For the sake of his friend, he 
did not even stand in awe of his father, since his fa-
ther entertained unjust designs, but his conscience 
was free from all such [things]. Thus justice was 
conjoined with friendship.

Such then was Jonathan. Let us now consider 
David. He had no opportunity of returning the 
favor, for his benefactor was taken away before 
the reign of David and slain before he whom 
Jonathan had served came to his kingdom. What 
then? As far as it was allowed him and left in his 
power, let us see how that righteous man mani-
fested his friendship.  “Very pleasant,” he says,  
“have you been to me, Jonathan; you were 
wounded fatally.” Is this all? This indeed was no 
slight tribute, but he also frequently rescued from 
danger his son and his grandson, remembrance of 
the kindness of the father, and he continued to 
support and protect his children, as he would 
have done those of his own son. Such friendship I 
would wish all to entertain both toward the living 
and the dead. Homilies on 2 Timothy 7.5

2 : 1 - 1 1  J U D A H  A N O I N T S  D A V I D  K I N G

1When they told David, “It was the men of Jabesh-gilead who buried Saul,” 5David sent messen-
gers to the men of Jabesh-gilead, and said to them, “May you be blessed by the Lord, because you
showed this loyalty to Saul your lord, and buried him! 6Now may the Lord show steadfast love and
faithfulness to you! And I will do good to you because you have done this thing. 7Now therefore let
your hands be strong, and be valiant; for Saul your lord is dead, and the house of Judah has
anointed me king over them.”

5NPNF 1 13:503*.



2 Samuel 2:12-23

335

Overview: Christians should not fear how their 
bodies or those of other martyrs will be treated 
after they die (Augustine).

2:5 David Blesses the Men of Jabesh-gilead 
for Burying Saul

Love of One’s Flesh. Augustine: The mar-
tyrs of Christ in their strivings for truth have 
conquered this love of one’s flesh. . . . For, in all 
flesh that lacks life, the one who has left the body 
cannot be aware of injury to the lifeless body, nor 
can he who created it lose anything. But in the 
midst of what was being done to the bodies of the 
dead, although the martyrs were enduring them 
fearlessly with great fortitude, among the broth-
ers there was great grief, because no opportunity 
was given to them to pay just dues at the burial of 
the saints. . . . And thus, although no misery came 
upon those who had been slain, in the dismem-
berment of their bodies, in the burning of their 
bones, in the scattering of their ashes, a great sor-
row tortured those who were unable to bury any-
thing of theirs, because they themselves in a 
certain manner felt for those who had no feeling 
in any manner, and where now there was no pas-
sion on the part of the one, there was wretched 
compassion on the part of the other.

Those men were praised and called blessed by 
King David who had bestowed the merciful kind-
ness of burial on the dry bones of Saul and 
Jonathan, in keeping with that wretched compas-

sion which I have mentioned. But, pray tell, what 
compassion is bestowed on those who have no 
feeling? Or should one think that the unburied 
were not able to cross the infernal river?1 May 
this be far from the Christian belief ! Otherwise, 
it worked out very badly for so great a multitude 
of martyrs whose bodies could not be buried, and 
for them truth emptily said,  “Do not be afraid of 
those who kill the body and after that have noth-
ing more that they can do,”2 if they were able to 
do them such wrongs as to prevent their crossing 
over to the desired places. But, without any 
doubt, this is exceedingly false, for it is no hin-
drance to the faithful to be denied burial of the 
bodies. Also, it is of no advantage if burial is 
granted to the godless. Why, then, are those men 
said to have done an act of mercy in burying Saul 
and his son and blessed by good King David for 
this, unless it is because the hearts of the compas-
sionate are favorably affected when they are con-
cerned over the well-being of other bodies of the 
dead? Or is it because of that love which keeps 
one from ever hating his own flesh that they do 
not wish such things to happen after their own 
death to their own bodies, so that what they wish 
to be done for them when they shall have no feel-
ing they care to do for others who now have no 
feeling, while they themselves still have feeling?
The Care to Be Taken for the Dead 10-11.3

2 : 1 2 - 2 3  A B N E R  A N D  J O A B  E N G A G E  I N  B A T T L E

17And the battle was very fierce that day; and Abner and the men of Israel were beaten before
the servants of David.

18And the three sons of Zeruiah were there, Joab, Abishai, and Asahel. Now Asahel was as

1This is a reference to Virgil’s Aeneid 6.327.   2Lk 12:4.   3FC 27:364-
66*.
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swift of foot as a wild gazelle. . . . 22And Abner said again to Asahel, “Turn aside from following
me; why should I smite you to the ground? How then could I lift up my face to your brother Joab?”
23But he refused to turn aside; therefore Abner smote him in the belly with the butt of his spear, so
that the spear came out at his back; and he fell there, and died where he was. And all who came to
the place where Asahel had fallen and died, stood still.

Overview: Abner’s slaying of Asahel symbolizes 
how gentle and calm reasoning humbles the one 
driven by a violent frenzy (Gregory the Great).

2:22-23 Abner Slays Asahel

Driven by a Violent Frenzy. Gregory the 
Great: But when the easily angered so attack 
others that it is impossible to shun them, they 
should not be smitten with open rebuke but spar-
ingly with a certain respectful forbearance. We 
shall prove this better by citing the example of 
Abner. Scripture has it that when Asahel 
attacked him with vehement and inconsiderate 
haste, Abner said to Asahel,  “Go off and do not 
follow me, lest I be obliged to strike you to the 
ground. . . . But he refused to listen to him, and 
would not turn aside. Therefore, Abner struck 
him with his spear, with a back stroke in the 
groin, and thrust him through, and he died.” Of 
whom, then, did Asahel serve as a type, but of 
those who are driven headlong in a violent access 
of frenzy? Such people, when under the impulse 
of a like frenzy, are the more cautiously to be 
shunned, the more carried away they are in their 
madness. Therefore, too, Abner, who in our lan-
guage is termed  “lamp of the father,” fled: that is 
to say, if the teacher, whose tongue symbolizes 
the heavenly light of God, perceives the mind of a 
person to be carried away along the rugged path 
of frenzy and refrains from bandying words with 

such an angered one, he is like one unwilling to 
strike a pursuer. But when easily angered people 
will not restrain themselves under any consider-
ation, and, as it were, like Asahel, do not refrain 
from their mad pursuit, then it is necessary for 
those who try to check them in their frenzy, not 
on any account to allow their anger to be aroused 
but to show all possible calmness; and let them 
suggest discreetly that which will, as it were, by a 
side stroke pierce their frenzied mind.

Thus, when Abner made a stand against his 
pursuer, he pierced him, not with a direct thrust 
but with the reverse end of his spear. Of course, 
to strike with the sharp point is to oppose 
another with an attack of open rebuke, but to 
strike a pursuer with the reverse end of the spear 
is to touch the frenzied quietly and partially, and 
to overcome him, as it were, by sparing him. But 
Asahel falls down dead on the spot: that is, tur-
bulent minds, on perceiving that they are shown 
consideration and, on the other hand, because 
they are touched in their hearts in consequence of 
being reasoned with calmly, fall down at once 
from the lofty place to which they had raised 
themselves. Those, therefore, who withdraw 
from their frenzied impulse under the stroke of 
gentleness, die, as it were, without being struck 
by the head of a spear. Pastoral Care 3.16.1

1ACW 11:139-40*.



 

2 Samuel 2:24—3:5

 

337

 

[ 2 : 2 4 - 3 2  J O A B  C E A S E S  T O  P U R S U E  A B N E R ]

3 : 1 - 5  D A V I D ’ S  S T R E N G T H  G R O W S

 

1

 

There was a long war between the house of Saul and the house of David; and David grew

 

stronger and stronger, while the house of Saul became weaker and weaker.

 

Overview

 

:

 

 The weakening of Saul’s house and 
the strengthening of David’s is appropriated as a 
declaration of the decline of heretical teaching 
and the advance of correct teaching (

 

Cyril of Al-
exandria

 

). The case is different with Salvian: like 
the shift in power between Saul and David, God’s 
judgment is evidenced in the flourishing of the  
“barbaric” Goths and Vandals and the demise of  
“faithful” Catholics.

 

3:1 

 

David’s House Grows Stronger

 

The Numbers of the Faithful Increase.

 

 
Nestorius: 

 

But you do well to cling to your anx-
iety for those scandalized, and I give thanks that 
your spirit, anxious over things divine, took 
thought of our affairs. But realize that you have 
been led astray by those condemned by the holy 
synod

 

1

 

 as Manichaean sympathizers of the cler-
ics who perhaps share your opinions. For the 
affairs of the church daily go forward, and the 
numbers of the faithful are so increasing through 
the grace of God that those who behold the mul-
titudes of them repeat the words of the prophet,  
“The earth will be filled with the knowledge of 
the Lord, as much water would cover the seas,”

 

2

 

 

since the teaching has shed its light upon the 
interest of the emperor, and, to put it briefly, one 
would very joyfully find fulfilled day by day 
among us the famous saying with regard to all 
the ungodly heresies and the correct teaching of 
the church,  “The house of Saul went forth and 
grew weak. And the house of David went forth 
and was strengthened.”

 

 Letter 5.10.

 

3

 

Evidence of God’s Judgment.

 

 Salvian the 
Presbyter: 

 

There is no need for us to discuss 
this point further, since the judgment of God is 
evident. Events prove what God judges about us 
and about the Goths and Vandals. They increase 
daily; we decrease daily. They prosper; we are 
humbled. They flourish; we are drying up. Truly 
there is said about us that saying which the divine 
Word spoke of Saul and David:  “because David 
was strong and always growing more robust; the 
house of Saul grew less daily.” As the prophet 
says,  “For he is just, the Lord is just and his judg-
ment is right.”
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This is a reference to the condemnation of Philip, a presbyter of the 
church of Constantinople.   
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See Is 11:9.   
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3 : 6 - 1 9  A B N E R  S H I F T S  H I S  A L L E G I A N C E  T O  D A V I D

12And Abner sent messengers to David at Hebron,e saying, “To whom does the land belong?
Make your covenant with me, and behold, my hand shall be with you to bring over all Israel to
you.” 13And he said, “Good; I will make a covenant with you; but one thing I require of you; that
is, you shall not see my face, unless you first bring Michal, Saul’s daughter, when you come to see
my face.” 14Then David sent messengers to Ish-bosheth Saul’s son, saying, “Give me my wife
Michal, whom I betrothed at the price of a hundred foreskins of the Philistines.” 

e Gk: Heb where he was

Overview: David anticipated the mercy of the 
new covenant when he took back his wife, 
Michal, who had been given in marriage to an-
other man (Augustine).

3:14 Give Me My Wife Michal

Eradicated by the Mercy of God. Augus-
tine: It appears harsh to you that after adultery, 
spouse should be reconciled to spouse. If faith is 
present, it will not be harsh. Why do we still 
regard as adulterers those who we believe have 
either been cleansed by baptism or have been 
healed by penance? Under the old law of God, no 
sacrifices wiped away these crimes, which, with-
out a doubt, are cleansed by the blood of the new 
covenant. Therefore, in former times, it was for-

bidden in every way to take back to oneself a 
woman sullied by another man, although David, 
as a figure of the New Testament, took back, 
without any hesitation, the daughter of Saul, 
whom the father of the same woman had given to 
another after her separation from David.1 But 
now, afterwards, Christ says to the adulteress,  
“Neither will I condemn you. Go your way, and 
from now on sin no more.”2 Who fails to under-
stand that it is the duty of the husband to forgive 
what he knows the Lord of both has forgiven, and 
that he should not now call her an adulteress 
whose sin he believes to have been eradicated by 
the mercy of God as a result of her penance?
Adulterous Marriages 5.3

3 : 2 0 - 3 0  J O A B  T A K E S  R E V E N G E  O N  A B N E R

20When Abner came with twenty men to David at Hebron, David made a feast for Abner and
the men who were with him. 21And Abner said to David, “I will arise and go, and will gather all
Israel to my lord the king, that they may make a covenant with you, and that you may reign over
all that your heart desires.” So David sent Abner away; and he went in peace. . . .

11 Sam 25:44.   2Jn 8:11.   3FC 27:107*.
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26When Joab came out from David’s presence, he sent messengers after Abner, and they brought
him back from the cistern of Sirah; but David did not know about it. 27And when Abner returned
to Hebron, Joab took him aside into the midst of the gate to speak with him privately, and there he
smote him in the belly, so that he died, for the blood of Asahel his brother. 28Afterward, when
David heard of it, he said, “I and my kingdom are for ever guiltless before the Lord for the blood
of Abner the son of Ner.”

Overview: David’s manner of fulfilling his duty, 
which included admiration for an enemy’s valor 
and retaliation for his treacherous murder, gar-
nered the loyalty of the people. Anyone who kills 
the innocent—even if he is a king—must repent 
of the sin in order to obtain forgiveness (Am-
brose).

3:20 David Made a Feast for Abner

Admiring an Enemy’s Valor. Ambrose: He 
had bound the people to himself freely in doing 
his duty; first, when during the division among 
the people he preferred to live like an exile at 
Hebron rather than to reign at Jerusalem;1 next, 
when he showed that he loved valor even in an 
enemy. He had also thought that justice should 
be shown to those who had borne arms against 
himself the same as to his own men. Again, he 
admired Abner, the bravest champion of the 
opposing side, while he was their leader and was 
yet waging war. Nor did he despise Abner when 
suing for peace, but honored him by a banquet. 
When killed by treachery, David mourned and 
wept for him. He followed him and honored his 
obsequies and evinced his good faith in desiring 
vengeance for the murder; for he handed on that 
duty to his son in the charge that he gave him, 
being anxious rather that the death of an inno-

cent man should not be left unavenged than that 
any one should mourn for his own.2 Duties of 
the Clergy 2.7.33.3

3:28 David Professes His Innocence

Killing the Innocent. Ambrose: Although he 
[Saul] was a king, he sinned if he killed the inno-
cent. Finally, even David, when he was in posses-
sion of his kingdom and had heard that an 
innocent man named Abner was slain by Joab, the 
leader of his army, said,  “I and my kingdom are 
innocent now and forever of the blood of Abner 
the son of Ner,” and he fasted in sorrow.

These things I have written not to disconcert 
you but that the example of kings may stir you to 
remove this sin from your kingdom, for you will 
remove it by humbling your soul before God.4 
You are a man, you have met temptation—con-
quer it. Sin is not removed except by tears and 
penance. No angel or archangel can remove it; it 
is God himself who alone can say,  “I am with 
you”;5 if we have sinned, he does not forgive us 
unless we do penance. Letter 51.10-11.6

12 Sam 2:11.   2See 2 Sam 3:31-39.   3NPNF 2 10:49*.   4This letter was 
written about 390 to Emperor Theodosius to encourage his repen-
tance for ordering a massacre in Thessolonica.   5Mt 28:20.   6FC 26:23-
24*.



2 Samuel 3:31—4:12

340

[ 3 : 3 1 - 3 9  D A V I D  M O U R N S  A B N E R ’ S  D E A T H ]

4 : 1 - 1 2  T H E  M U R D E R  O F  S A U L ’ S  S O N  I S H - B O S H E T H

9But David answered Rechab and Baanah his brother, the sons of Rimmon the Be-erothite, “As
the Lord lives, who has redeemed my life out of every adversity, 10when one told me, ‘Behold, Saul
is dead,’ and thought he was bringing good news, I seized him and slew him at Ziklag, which was
the reward I gave him for his news. 11How much more, when wicked men have slain a righteous
man in his own house upon his bed, shall I not now require his blood at your hand, and destroy you
from the earth?” 12And David commanded his young men, and they killed them, and cut off their
hands and feet, and hanged them beside the pool at Hebron. But they took the head of Ish-bosheth,
and buried it in the tomb of Abner at Hebron.

Overview: An unjust man, Ish-bosheth, was 
called  “just,” even while being unjust, because he 
was innocently killed ( Jerome).

4:11-12 David Condemns Ish-bosheth’s 
Murderers

The Wicked and the Just. Jerome: Ish-
bosheth, the son of Saul, is killed through a ruse 
at the hands of Rechab and Baanah, the sons of 

Rimmon, the Beerothite. And, when they 
announced the news to David and showed him 
the head of his enemy, they were killed by David, 
who said,  “Wicked men have slain a just man in 
his own house upon his bed.” Ish-bosheth was 
certainly not a just man, and yet he is called a just 
man because he was innocently killed. Defense 
Against the Pelagians 1.38.1

5 : 1 - 5  I S R A E L  A N O I N T S  D A V I D  K I N G

1Then all the tribes of Israel came to David at Hebron, and said, “Behold, we are your bone and
flesh.”

Overview:  “Bone and flesh” signify the close 
unity of the tribes of Israel (Cassian) as well as 

David’s close connection to his people (Am-
brose).

1FC 53:289*
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5:1 We Are Your Bone and Flesh

The Word Flesh Is Used with Different 
Meanings. John Cassian: We find that the 
word flesh is used in holy Scripture with many 
different meanings: for sometimes it stands for 
the whole person, that is, for that which consists 
of body and soul, as here:  “And the Word was 
made flesh,”?1 and  “All flesh shall see the salvation 
of our God.”2 Sometimes it stands for sinful and 
carnal people, as here:  “My spirit shall not remain 
in those men, because they are flesh.”3 Sometimes 
it is used for sins themselves, as here:  “But you 
are not in the flesh but in the spirit,”4 and again,  
“Flesh and blood shall not inherit the kingdom of 
God.” Lastly there follows,  “Neither shall corrup-
tion inherit incorruption.”5 Sometimes [as with 
David] it stands for unity and relationship, as 
here:  “Behold we are your bone and your flesh,” 

and the apostle says,  “If by any means I may pro-
voke to emulation them who are my flesh, and 
save some of them.”6 We must therefore inquire in 
which of these four meanings we ought to take 
the word flesh in this place. Conference 4.10.7

David’s Integrity. Ambrose: What more 
should I say? He did not open his mouth to those 

planning deceit, and, as though he did not hear, 
he thought no word should be returned, nor did 
he answer their reproaches. When he was spoken 
of evilly, he prayed. When he was cursed, he 
blessed. He walked in simplicity of heart and fled 
from the proud. He was a follower of those 
unspotted from the world, one who mixed ashes 
with his food when bewailing his sins, and min-
gled his drink with weeping.8 Worthily, then, was 
he called for by all the people. All the tribes of 
Israel came to him, saying,  “Behold, we are your 
bone and your flesh. Also yesterday and the day 
before when Saul lived, and reigned, you were he 
that led out and brought in Israel. And the Lord 
said to you, you shall feed my people!” And why 
should I say more about him of whom the word 
of the Lord has gone forth to say:  “I have found 
David according to my heart”9 Who else always 
walked in holiness of heart and in justice as he 
did, so as to fulfill the will of God; for whose sake 
pardon was granted to his children when they 
sinned, and their rights were preserved to his 
heirs?10 Duties of the Clergy 2.7.35.11

5 : 6 - 1 0  D A V I D  A T T A C K S  T H E  J E B U S I T E S

6And the king and his men went to Jerusalem against the Jebusites, the inhabitants of the land,
who said to David, “You will not come in here, but the blind and the lame will ward you off ”—
thinking, “David cannot come in here.” 7Nevertheless David took the stronghold of Zion, that is,
the city of David. 8And David said on that day, “Whoever would smite the Jebusites, let him get
up the water shaft to attack the lame and the blind, who are hated by David’s soul.” Therefore it is
said, “The blind and the lame shall not come into the house.”

1Jn 1:14.   2Lk 3:6.   3Gen 6:3.   4Rom 8:9.   51 Cor 15:50.   6Rom 11:14.   
7NPNF 2 11:333*.    8Ps 102:9 (101:9 LXX).   9Acts 13:22; cf. 1 Sam 
13:14.   101 Kings 11:34.   11NPNF 2 10:49*.
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Overview: Tertullian refutes the heretical claim 
of Marcion, who suggests that Christ is not really 
David’s son given their opposite reactions to the 
blind, by emphasizing the difference in attitude of 
the ones who were blind.

5:8 The Blind and the Lame

The Son of David. Tertullian: For (here is 
one of Marcion’s1 antitheses): whereas David 
long ago, in the capture of Zion, was offended by 
the blind who opposed his admission (into the 
stronghold). In this respect (I should rather say) 
that they were a type of people equally blind,2 
who in later times would not admit Christ to be 
the son of David. So, on the contrary, Christ 
helped the blind man to show, by this act, that he 
was not David’s son and how different in disposi-
tion he was, by being kind to the blind while 
David ordered them to be slain. If all this were so, 
why did Marcion allege that the blind man’s faith 

was of such a worthless type? The fact is, the Son 
of David acted so that the antithesis must lose its 
point by its own absurdity. Those persons who 
offended David were blind, and the man who 
now presents himself as a beggar to David’s son is 
afflicted with the same infirmity. Therefore the 
Son of David was appeased with some sort of sat-
isfaction by the blind man when he restored him 
to sight, and added his approval of the faith 
which had led him to believe the very truth that 
he must gain the Son of David’s help by earnest 
entreaty. But, after all, I suspect that it was the 
audacity (of the old Jebusites) which offended 
David, and not their malady. Against Marcion 
4.36.3

5 : 1 1 - 2 5  D A V I D  P R E V A I L S  O V E R  T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S

17When the Philistines heard that David had been anointed king over Israel, all the Philistines
went up in search of David; but David heard of it and went down to the stronghold. 18Now the
Philistines had come and spread out in the valley of Rephaim. 19And David inquired of the Lord,
“Shall I go up against the Philistines? Wilt thou give them into my hand?” And the Lord said to
David, “Go up; for I will certainly give the Philistines into your hand.”

Overview: While David’s reliance upon the 
Lord’s counsel and his success are noteworthy, so 
is the fortitude of those who courageously tri-
umph against their foes unaided by armies (Am-
brose).

5:19 David Inquired of the Lord

Glorious Fortitude. Ambrose: After that 
[the killing of Goliath] he never entered on a war 
without seeking counsel of the Lord. Thus he was 
victorious in all wars, and even to his last years 
[he] was ready to fight. And when war arose with 
the Philistines, he joined battle with their fierce 
troops, being desirous of winning renown, while 

1Marcion did not consider the Old Testament authoritative for Chris-
tians since, he believed, the God it described was cruel and evil, mak-
ing him unworthy of Christian reverence.   2The Marcionites.   3ANF 
3:411*.
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careless of his own safety.1 But this is not the only 
kind of fortitude which is worthy of note. We 
consider their fortitude glorious, who, with 
greatness of mind,  “through faith stopped the 
mouth of lions, quenched the violence of fire, 
escaped the edge of the sword, out of weakness 
were made strong,”2 They did not gain a victory 
in common with many, surrounded by comrades 

and aided by the legions, but [they] won their tri-
umph alone over their treacherous foes by the 
mere courage of their own souls. Duties of the 
Clergy 1.35.177.3

6 : 1 - 5  C E L E B R A T I O N  A C C O M P A N I E S

M O V E M E N T  O F  T H E  A R K

3And they carried the ark of God upon a new cart, and brought it out of the house of Abinadab
which was on the hill; and Uzzah and Ahio,i the sons of Abinadab, were driving the new cartj

4with the ark of God; and Ahioi went before the ark. 5And David and all the house of Israel were
making merry before the Lord with all their might, with songsk and lyres and harps and tambou-
rines and castanets and cymbals.

i Or and his brother j Compare Gk: Heb the new cart, and brought it out of the house of Abinadab which was on the hill k Gk 1 Chron 13.8: Heb fir-trees

Overview: Like the symphony that accompanies 
the attainment of accord between God and the 
penitent, harmony in prayer has remarkable 
power (Origen).

6:4-5 Making Merry Before the Lord

The Efficacy of Musical Harmony. Ori-
gen:  “Again I say to you, if two of you agree on 
earth about anything they ask, it will be done for 
them.”1 Strictly speaking, the word symphony is 
used by musicians for the voices of harmony. For 
among musical tones, some harmonize with each 
other and others do not. But the Gospel is also 
familiar with this term as applied to music where 
it says,  “He heard music [sympho4nias] and danc-
ing.”2 For it was fitting that, at the harmony that 
resulted between the father and his son who had 
been lost but was now found through his repen-

tance, a symphony should be heard on the occa-
sion of the rejoicing of the house. . . . Akin to this 
kind of symphony is what is written in the second 
book of Kings [Samuel] when the brothers of 
Aminadab  “went before the ark, and David and 
the sons of Israel were playing before the face of 
the Lord on well-tuned instruments and in power 
and in songs.”3 For the  “well-tuned instruments 
in power and in song” have in them that harmony 
of tones which is of such power that if only two 
people bring before the Father in heaven any 
request with that symphony which is found in 
divine and spiritual music, the Father grants it to 
them—which is most remarkable. Commentary 
on the Gospel of Matthew 14.1.4

1Mt 18:19.   2Lk 15:25.   3The LXX specifies  “well-tuned” instruments.   
4OSF 306-7*.

12 Sam 21:15.   2Heb 11:33-34.   3NPNF 2 10:30*.
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6 : 6 - 1 1  T H E  L O R D ’ S  A N G E R  B U R N S

A G A I N S T  U Z Z A H

6And when they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uzzah put out his hand to the ark of God
and took hold of it, for the oxen stumbled. 7And the anger of the Lord was kindled against Uzzah;
and God smote him there because he put forth his hand to the ark;l and he died there beside the ark
of God. 8And David was angry because the Lord had broken forth upon Uzzah; and that place is
called Perez-uzzah,m to this day. 9And David was afraid of the Lord that day; and he said, “How
can the ark of the Lord come to me?” 10So David was not willing to take the ark of the Lord into
the city of David; but David took it aside to the house of Obed-edom the Gittite. 

l 1 Chron 13.10: Heb uncertain m That is The breaking forth upon Uzzah

Overview: Uzzah’s punishment for steadying 
the ark shows that nothing may be considered 
lightly when it pertains to God (Salvian). As the 
wrath of God was drawn down on Uzzah for in-
truding upon an office that was not his own, 
God’s wrath will likewise advance against those 
who subvert the gospel (Chrysostom). Given the 
immediate judgment for irreverence in former 
times, God’s present inaction is not ignorance but 
forbearance: judgment is being postponed to al-
low an opportunity for repentance (Pacian of 
Barcelona). Although he was righteous and 
anointed by God, David feared a similar judg-
ment after observing the Lord strike Uzzah for 
his ignorance ( Jerome).

6:6-7 The Lord Strikes Uzzah

The Greatness of a Little Fault. Salvian 
the Presbyter: We read in the law that even 
those who seem to have acted lightly against the 
sacred commandments have, nevertheless, been 
punished most severely.1 This is that we might 
understand that nothing which pertains to God 
must be considered lightly, because even what 
seems to be very little in fault is made great by the 
injury to God. What did Uzzah, the Levite of 
God, do against the heavenly command when he 
tried to steady the tottering ark of the Lord? 

There was nothing on this point prescribed by 
the law. Yet, immediately when he steadied the 
ark, he was struck down. Not that he was inso-
lent in manner or undutiful in mind. Yet he was 
undutiful in his very act, because he went beyond 
his orders. The Governance of God 6.10.2

On Subverting the Gospel. Chrysostom:
They [the Galatians] had, in fact, only intro-
duced one or two commandments, circumcision 
and the observance of days, but he [Paul] says 
that the gospel was subverted, in order to show 
that a slight adulteration vitiates the whole. For 
as he who but partially pares away the image on a 
royal coin renders the whole spurious, so he who 
swerves ever so little from the pure faith soon 
proceeds from this to graver errors and becomes 
entirely corrupted. Where then are those who 
charge us with being contentious in separating 
from heretics and say that there is no real differ-
ence between us except what arises from our 
ambition? Let them hear Paul’s assertion, that 
those who had but slightly innovated, subverted 
the gospel.3 . . . Don’t you know that even under 
the old covenant, a man who gathered sticks on 
the sabbath, and transgressed a single command-
ment, and that not a great one, was punished 

1Ex 31:12-18.   2FC 3:168-69*.   3See Gal 1:7-9. 
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with death?4 And that Uzzah, who supported the 
ark when on the point of being overturned, was 
struck suddenly dead, because he had intruded 
upon an office which did not pertain to him? 
Wherefore if to transgress the sabbath and to 
touch the falling ark drew down the wrath of 
God so signally as to deprive the offender of even 
a momentary respite, shall he who corrupts unut-
terably awe-inspiring doctrines find excuse and 
pardon? Assuredly not. A lack of zeal in small 
matters is the cause of all our calamities; and 
because slight errors escape fitting correction, 
great ones creep in. As in the body, a neglect of 
wounds generates fever, mortification and death; 
so in the soul, slight evils overlooked open the 
door to graver ones. Commentary on Gala-
tians 1.5

God Sees but Waits. Pacian of Barcelona:
When the people of the Hebrews were bringing 
back the ark of the Lord to Jerusalem, Uzzah, 
from the house of Abinadab the Israelite, who 
had touched the side of the ark without having 
examined his conscience, was slain. And yet he 
had drawn near not to take anything from it but 
to hold it up when it was leaning because of the 
stumbling of a young ox. So great a concern was 
there of reverence toward God that God did not 
accept bold hands even out of help. The Lord also 
proclaims the same thing, saying,  “Everyone who 
is clean shall eat of the flesh, and whichever soul 
touches the flesh of the sacrifice of well-being and 
has his uncleanness upon him, that soul shall be 
cut off from his people.”6 Are these things which 
existed long ago, and now they do not happen in 
this way? What then? Has God ceased to care for 
what concerns us? Has he withdrawn beyond the 
view of the world, and does he look down from 

heaven upon no one? Is his forbearance really 
ignorance? God forbid, you will say. Therefore he 
sees what we do but he waits, indeed, and 
endures patiently, and he grants an opportunity 
for repentance and holds out his own Christ to 
postpone [the end], so that they whom he has 
redeemed may not readily perish. Understand 
this well, you sinner: you are observed by God; 
you can appease him if you want to. On Peni-
tents 6.3.7

6:8-9 David Grows Angry and Fearful

Fearing a Similar Judgment. Jerome: 
When the ark of the Lord was being transferred 
to Jerusalem, and the oxen kicked and made the 
wagon lean to one side, Uzzah, the Levite, 
reached out his hand to support the ark that had 
been tipped, and there follow immediately these 
words:  “And the indignation of the Lord was 
enkindled against Uzzah, and God struck him 
there for his ignorance, and he died before the ark 
of God. And David was grieved because the Lord 
had struck Uzzah, and he was afraid of the Lord 
that day and said, ‘How shall the ark of the Lord 
come to me?’ ” When David, who was a just man 
and a prophet and had been anointed as king, 
whom the Lord chose according to his own heart 
that he might do his will in all things, saw igno-
rance punished by the wrath of the Lord, he was 
afraid and was grieved; nor did he ask the Lord 
his reason for striking a man who was ignorant, 
but he feared a similar judgment happening to 
him. Defense Against the Pelagians 1.38.8

4Num 15:32-36.   5NPNF 1 13:7-8*.   6Lev 7:19-20.   7FC 99:77*.   8FC 
53:289-90.
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6 : 1 2 - 1 5  T H E  A R K  E N T E R S  T H E  C I T Y  O F  D A V I D

14And David danced before the Lord with all his might; and David was girded with a linen
ephod. 15So David and all the house of Israel brought up the ark of the Lord with shouting, and
with the sound of the horn.

Overview: David’s joy was manifested in danc-
ing when he recognized that the ark prefigured 
Mary and the Christ she would bear. So the 
union of Christ and the church should be cele-
brated by believers (Maximus of Turin). That 
David danced does not condone Christian atten-
dance at the theater, where lewd dancing is exhib-
ited (Novatian). David’s dancing in front of the 
ark shows his humility before God (Gregory the 
Great).

6:14 David Danced Before the Lord

Celebrate with Dancing. Maximus of 
Turin: For our vows are celebrated when the 
church is united to Christ, as John says:  “The one 
who has the bride is the bridegroom.”1 Because of 
this marriage, therefore, it behooves us to dance, 
for David, at once king and prophet, is also said 
to have danced before the ark of the covenant 
with much singing. In high rejoicing he broke 
into dancing, for in the Spirit he foresaw Mary, 
born of his own line, brought into Christ’s cham-
ber, and so he says,  “And he, like a bridegroom, 
will come forth from his chamber.” Thus he sang 
more than the other prophetic authors because, 
gladder than the rest of them, by these joys he 
united those coming after him in marriage. And, 
by inviting us to his own vows in a more charm-
ing way than usual, having danced with such joy 
in front of the ark before his marriage, he taught 
us what we ought to do at those other vows. The 
prophet David danced, then. But what would we 
say that the ark was if not holy Mary, since the 
ark carried within it the tables of the covenant, 
while Mary bore the master of the same cove-

nant? The one bore the law within itself and the 
other the gospel, but the ark gleamed within and 
without with the radiance of gold, while holy 
Mary shone within and without with the splen-
dor of virginity; the one was adorned with earthly 
gold, the other with heavenly. Sermon 42.5.2

On Attending the Theater. Novatian:
And that David danced before the Lord does in 
no way encourage faithful Christians to take seats 
in the theater. He did not distort his body in 
obscene movements and dance out the drama of 
Grecian libido. . . . Therefore, no approval what-
ever is given for spectators of illicit things. On 
the Spectacles 3.2.3

Noble Through Humility. Gregory the 
Great: But because secret pride of heart is 
reproved by this which Elihu says,  “All who seem 
to themselves to be wise will not dare to contem-
plate him,”4 it seems good to observe what great 
gifts of virtues David had obtained, and in all 
these with how firm a humility he maintained 
himself. For whom would it not puff up to break 
the mouths of lions,5 to rend asunder the arms of 
bears,6 to be chosen, when his elder brothers had 
been despised,7 to be anointed to the government 
of the kingdom when the kings had been rejected, 
to slay with a single stone Goliath who was 
dreaded by all,8 to bring back, after the destruc-
tion of the aliens, the numerous foreskins pro-
posed by the king,9 to receive at last the promised 

1Jn 3:29.   2ACW 50:106-7.   3FC 67:125.   4Job 37:24.   5See Ps 58:6 
(57:6 LXX).   6See 1 Sam 17:34-36.   7See 1 Sam 16.   8See 1 Sam 17:49.   
9See 1 Sam 18:25.
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kingdom, and to possess the whole people of 
Israel without any contradiction? And yet, when 
he brings back the ark of God to Jerusalem, he 
dances before the ark, mingled with the people, as 
though forgetful that he had been preferred to 
them all. And because, as is believed, it had been 
the custom of the common people to dance before 
the ark, the king wheels round in the dance, in 
service to God. Behold how he whom the Lord 
preferred specially above all despises himself 
beneath the Lord, both by equaling himself to the 
least and by displaying abject behavior. The 
power of his kingdom is not recalled to his mem-
ory. He does not fear to be of low stature in the 
eyes of his people by dancing. He does not 
remember, before the ark of him who had given 
him honor, that he had been preferred in honor 
above the rest. Before God he acted with the 
most extreme lowliness, in order to strengthen by 
his humility the bold deeds he had performed in 
the sight of people. What others think of his 
doings, I do not know; I am more surprised at 

David dancing than fighting. For by fighting he 
subdued his enemies; but by dancing before the 
Lord he overcame himself. And when Michal, the 
daughter of Saul, still mad with pride at her royal 
descent, despised him when humbled, saying,  
“How glorious was the king of Israel today, 
uncovering himself before the handmaids of his 
servants, and made himself naked, as though one 
of the buffoons were naked,” she immediately 
heard,  “As the Lord lives, I will play before the 
Lord, who has chosen me rather than your 
father.” And a little later he says,  “And I will play 
and I will become more lowly than I have been, 
and I will be humble in my own eyes,”10 as if he 
had said, I seek to become lowly before people 
because I seek to keep myself noble before the 
Lord through my humility. Morals on the 
Book of Job 27.46.11

6 : 1 6 - 2 3  M I C H A L  D E S P I S E S  D A V I D

16As the ark of the Lord came into the city of David, Michal the daughter of Saul looked out of
the window, and saw King David leaping and dancing before the Lord; and she despised him in
her heart. . . . 18And when David had finished offering the burnt offerings and the peace offerings,
he blessed the people in the name of the Lord of hosts, 19and distributed among all the people, the
whole multitude of Israel, both men and women, to each a cake of bread, a portion of meat,n and a
cake of raisins. Then all the people departed, each to his house.

20And David returned to bless his household. But Michal the daughter of Saul came out to meet
David, and said, “How the king of Israel honored himself today, uncovering himself today before
the eyes of his servants’ maids, as one of the vulgar fellows shamelessly uncovers himself!” 21And
David said to Michal, “It was before the Lord, who chose me above your father, and above all his
house, to appoint me as prince over Israel, the people of the Lord—and I will make merry before
the Lord. 22I will make myself yet more contemptible than this, and I will be abased in youro eyes;

102 Sam 6:20-22.   11LF 23:256-57*.
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but by the maids of whom you have spoken, by them I shall be held in honor.” 23And Michal the
daughter of Saul had no child to the day of her death.

n Vg: Heb uncertain o Gk: Heb my

Overview: David’s prophetic dancing, which 
was offered humbly and without inhibition to 
God, was justified while Michal’s censure was 
not. She, in turn, was censured by condemnation 
to barrenness (Ambrose). Unlike the overindul-
gence of the Gentiles, which Plato is praised for 
denouncing, the sufficiency of Hebrew meals is 
understood from the food David distributed to 
his people (Clement of Alexandria). As David 
exemplifies, we will be blessed if we give thanks 
to God both in times of adversity and prosperity 
(Leander of Seville).

6:16 Michal Despised David

Dancing in God’s Honor. Ambrose: But we 
also find praiseworthy bodily dancing in honor of 
God, for David danced before the ark of the Lord. 
Michal, however, the daughter of Saul, saw him 
dancing and beating a drum in the presence of the 
Lord and asked him, after receiving him into her 
home,  “How is it honorable for the king of Israel 
to dance naked today in the presence of his maid-
servants?” And David answered Michal in the 
presence of the Lord:  “Blessed be the Lord who 
chose me above your father and above his entire 
house to be established as prince over his people 
Israel. I will make merry in the presence of the 
Lord and run naked, and I will be lighthearted in 
your presence, and I will be honored by the maids 
with whom you called me naked.”  “And Michal,” 
it says,  “the daughter of Saul, had no children 
until the day she died.” Thus, this is a clear lesson 
that the prophet who beats a drum and dances 
before the ark of the Lord is justified, whereas the 
one who reproves him is condemned to sterility.
Exposition on Psalm 118.1

6:19 David Distributes Food to the People

Extravagant Living Condemned. Clement 
of Alexandria: So it is that he who of all philos-
ophers so praised truth, Plato, gave new life to 
the dying ember of Hebrew philosophy by con-
demning a life spent in revelry.  “When I arrived,” 
he said,  “what is here called a life of pleasure, 
filled with Italian and Syracusan meals, was very 
repulsive to me. It is a life in which one gorges 
oneself twice a day, sleeps not only during the 
night, and engages in all the pastimes that go 
with this sort of life. No one upon earth could 
ever become wise in this way, if from his youth he 
had followed such pursuits as these, nor would he 
ever attain in that way any reputation for an 
excellent physique.”2 Surely, Plato was not unac-
quainted with David, who, when he was settling 
the holy ark in the middle of the tabernacle of his 
city, made a feast for all his obedient subjects and  
“before the face of the Lord, distributed to all the 
multitude of Israel, both men and women, to 
everyone, a cake of bread and baked bread and 
pancakes from the frying pan.” 3 This food suf-
ficed, this food of Israel; that of the Gentiles is 
extravagance. Christ the Educator 2.1.18.4

6:20-23 David Responds to Michal’s Disdain

Humbled Before God. Ambrose: David was 
not ashamed when he danced before the ark of 
the covenant in the presence of all the people. . . . 
Yet, these actions of the body, though unseemly 
when viewed in themselves, become reverential 
under the aspect of holy religion, so that those 
who censure them drag their own souls into the 
net of censure. Thus, Michal censured David for 
dancing. . . . 

1CSEL 62:143.   2Plato Letter 7.   3The meaning of the Hebrew for the 
latter two foods is uncertain.   4FC 23:109-10. 
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David did not blush at a woman’s censure, nor 
was he ashamed to meet with reproach, because 
of his devotion to religion. He played before the 
Lord as his servant and pleased him the more in 
so humbling himself before God and laying aside 
his royal dignity, performing the humblest tasks 
for God like a servant. She who censured such 
dancing was condemned to barrenness and had 
no children by the king lest she should beget the 
proud. In truth, she had no continuance of pos-
terity or of good deeds. Letter 28.5

David’s Humble Thanksgiving. Leander 
of Seville: You will be blessed if you give thanks 
to God both in adversity and in prosperity and if 
you consider the prosperity of this life as smoke 

and vapor that immediately vanishes.6 David was 
a king, yet, in spite of having numerous treasures 
and ruling countless peoples with a strong hand, 
he sang of himself as humble and said,  “I am 
afflicted in an agony from my youth.”7 And again, 
he said to the daughter of Saul,  “I shall walk 
humbly, and I shall appear humbly before the 
Lord, who chose me rather than your father.” 
Likewise, he also said,  “I am a wayfarer of earth 
and a pilgrim like all my fathers.”8 The Train-
ing of Nuns 23.9

7 : 1 - 1 1  D A V I D  D E S I R E S  T O

B U I L D  A  H O U S E  F O R  T H E  L O R D

1Now when the king dwelt in his house, and the Lord had given him rest from all his enemies
round about, 2the king said to Nathan the prophet, “See now, I dwell in a house of cedar, but the
ark of God dwells in a tent.” 3And Nathan said to the king, “Go, do all that is in your heart; for
the Lord is with you.”

4But that same night the word of the Lord came to Nathan, 5“Go and tell my servant David,
‘Thus says the Lord: Would you build me a house to dwell in? 6I have not dwelt in a house since
the day I brought up the people of Israel from Egypt to this day, but I have been moving about in a
tent for my dwelling. 7In all places where I have moved with all the people of Israel, did I speak a
word with any of the judgesp of Israel, whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, saying,
“Why have you not built me a house of cedar?” ’ ”

p1 Chron 17.6: Heb tribes

Overview: The inconstancy of enlightenment of 
the spirit of prophecy is illustrated by Nathan’s con-
sent—and its subsequent withdrawal—to David’s 
request to build a temple (Gregory the Great). 
The denial of David’s request points to the fact that it 

is Christ who is the true temple of God (Cyprian).

7:3 Do All That Is in Your Heart

God the Spirit Moves Where He Pleases. 

5FC 26:145-46*.   6See Ps 102:2 (101:4 LXX).   7Ps 88:15 (87:15 LXX).   
8See Ps 39:12; 119:19 (38:12; 118:19 LXX).   9FC 62:216-17*.
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Gregory the Great: The spirit of prophecy 
does not enlighten the minds of the prophets con-
stantly, Peter.1 We read in sacred Scripture that 
the Holy Spirit breathes where he pleases,2 and 
we should also realize that he breathes when he 
pleases. For example, when King David asked 
whether he could build a temple, the prophet 
Nathan gave his consent but later had to with-
draw it. Dialogue 2.21.3

7:5 Would You Build Me a House?

Christ the Temple of God. Cyprian: That 
Christ should be the house and temple of God, 
and that the old temple should cease, and the new 
one should begin. In the second book of Kings 
[Samuel]:  “And the word of the Lord came to 
Nathan, saying, ‘Go and tell my servant David, 
Thus says the Lord, You shall not build me a 

house to dwell in; but it shall be, when your days 
are fulfilled, and you sleep with your fathers, that 
I will raise up your seed after you, which shall 
come from your body, and I will prepare his king-
dom. He shall build me a house in my name, and 
I will raise up his throne forever; and I will be a 
father to him, and he shall be a son to me, and his 
house shall obtain faith, and his kingdom [will 
be] forever in my sight.’ ”4 Also in the Gospel the 
Lord says,  “There shall not be left in the temple 
one stone upon another that shall not be thrown 
down.”5 And  “After three days another shall be 
raised up without hands.”6 To Quirinus: Testi-
monies Against the Jews 1.15.7

7 : 1 2 - 1 7  T H E  L O R D ’ S  P R O M I S E

T O  D A V I D ’ S  O F F S P R I N G

12“ ‘When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your off-
spring after you, who shall come forth from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. 13He shall
build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom for ever. 14I will be his
father, and he shall be my son. When he commits iniquity, I will chasten him with the rod of men,
with the stripes of the sons of men; 15but I will not takeq my steadfast love from him, as I took it
from Saul, whom I put away from before you. 16And your house and your kingdom shall be made
sure for ever before me; your throne shall be established for ever.’ ”

q Gk Syr Vg 1 Chron 17.13: Heb shall not depart

Overview: The Creator’s promise regarding 
David’s seed refers not to Solomon but to the 
coming of Christ from Mary and the perpetuity 
of his kingdom (Tertullian). The tribe of Judah 
did not fail to continue until Christ, for whom 

the kingdom was reserved, came to rule in fulfill-
ment of the Lord’s promise to David (Basil). As 
Scripture records many instances of God calling 
Israel and Solomon  “my son,” the title Son of 
God is rightly applied to Jesus (Aphrahat). For 

1Using a common literary device, Gregory presents his teaching as a 
dialogue between himself and his deacon, Peter.   2See Jn 3:8.   3FC 
39:88-89.   42 Sam 7:4-5, 12-16.   5Mt 24:2.   6Jn 2:19; Mk 14:58.   
7ANF 5:511**.
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the unbelieving Jew, repentance is urged since 
Jesus is shown to be the Messiah who was proph-
esied in the Old Testament ( Justin Martyr).

7:12-13 God Will Establish the Kingdom 
Forever

Christ’s Kingdom Is Promised. Tertul-
lian: That new dispensation, then, which is 
found in Christ now, will prove to be what the 
Creator then promised under the appellation of  
“the sure mercies of David,”1 which were Christ’s, 
inasmuch as Christ sprang from David, or rather 
his very flesh itself was David’s  “sure mercies,” 
consecrated by religion, and  “sure” after its resur-
rection. Accordingly the prophet Nathan, in the 
first [book] of Kings [Samuel], makes a promise 
to David for his seed,  “which shall proceed,” he 
says,  “from your own body.” Now, if you explain 
this simply of Solomon, you will send me into a 
fit of laughter. For David will evidently have 
brought forth Solomon! But is not Christ here 
designated the seed of David, as of that womb 
which was derived from David, that is, Mary’s? 
Now, because Christ rather than any other was to 
build the temple of God, that is to say, a holy 
manhood, wherein God’s Spirit might dwell as in 
a better temple, Christ rather than David’s son 
Solomon was to be looked for as the Son of God. 
Then, again, the throne forever with the kingdom 
forever is more suited to Christ than to Solomon, 
a mere temporal king. Against Marcion 3.20.2

An Indestructible Kingdom. Basil the 
Great: However, the tribe of Judah did not fail 
until he came for whom it was reserved, who did 
not himself sit upon a material throne, for the 
kingdom of Judea had now been transferred to 
Herod, the son of Antipater, the Ascalonite, and 
to his sons, who divided Judea into four provinces 
when Pilate was governor and Tiberius held the 
power over the whole Roman province.3 But his 
indestructible kingdom he calls the throne of 
David on which the Lord sat. He himself is  “the 
expectation of nations,”4 not of the least part of 

the world.  “For there will be the root of Jesse,” it 
is said,5  “and he who rises up to rule the Gentiles, 
in him the Gentiles will hope.”  “For I have placed 
you for a covenant of the people, for a light of the 
Gentiles.”6  “And I shall establish,” it is said,  “his 
seed forever, and his throne as the days of the 
heavens.” Letter 236.7

7:14-15 The Lord Promises

The Son of God. Aphrahat: Again, listen 
concerning the title Son of God, by which we 
have called him. They [the Jews] say that  “though 
God has no son, you make that crucified Jesus, 
the firstborn son of God.” Yet he called Israel  “my 
firstborn” when he sent to Pharaoh through 
Moses and said to him,  “Israel is my firstborn; I 
have said to you, let my son go to serve me, and if 
you are not willing to let (him) go, lo! I will slay 
your son, your firstborn.”8 And also through the 
prophet he testified concerning this and reproved 
them and said to the people,  “Out of Egypt have I 
called my son. As I called them, so they went and 
worshiped Baal and offered incense to the graven 
images.”9 And Isaiah said concerning them,  
“Children have I reared and brought up, and they 
have rebelled against me.”10 And again it is writ-
ten,  “You are the children of the Lord your 
God.”11 And about Solomon he said,  “He shall be 
a son to me, and I will be a Father to him.” So also 
we call the Christ  “the Son of God” because 
through him we have gained the knowledge of 
God; even as he called Israel my firstborn son and 
as he said concerning Solomon,  “He shall be a 
son to me.” Demonstration 17.4.12

Messianic Prophecies. Justin Martyr: It 
would be much better for you, therefore, if, 
instead of being so contentious, you should 
repent before the great day of judgment comes, 
for then, as I showed from Scripture, all those of 

1Is 55:3; Acts 13:34.   2ANF 3:339*.   3See Lk 3:1.   4Gen 49:10 LXX.   
5Is 11:10 LXX.   6See Is 42:6.   7FC 28:169-70*.   8Ex 4:22-23.   9Hos 
11:1-2.   10Is 1:2.   11Deut 14:1.   12NPNF 2 13:387-88*.
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your tribes who crucified Christ shall lament. 
Now, I have explained the meaning of the words  
“The Lord swore, [you are a priest forever] 
according to the order of Melchizedek.”13 I have 
also shown that the prophecy of Isaiah,  “His 
burial has been taken away from the midst,”14 
referred to Christ, who was to be buried and to 
rise again. I have stated at length that this same 
Christ will be the judge of both the living and the 
dead. Further, Nathan spoke thus of him to 
David,  “I will be his Father, and he shall be my 
Son, and I will not take my mercy away from 

him, as I did from those who were before him; 
and I will establish him in my house, and in his 
kingdom forever.” And Ezekiel states that he shall 
be the only prince in this house, for he is the Son 
of God.15 And do not suppose that Isaiah or the 
other prophets speak of sacrifices of blood or liba-
tions being offered on the altar at his second com-
ing, but only of true and spiritual praises and 
thanksgivings. Dialogue with Trypho 118.16

7 : 1 8 - 2 9  D A V I D  P R A Y S  T O  T H E  L O R D

18Then King David went in and sat before the Lord, and said, “Who am I, O Lord God, and
what is my house, that thou hast brought me thus far? 19And yet this was a small thing in thy eyes,
O Lord God; thou hast spoken also of thy servant’s house for a great while to come, and hast
shown me future generations,r O Lord God! 20And what more can David say to thee? For thou
knowest thy servant, O Lord God! 21Because of thy promise, and according to thy own heart, thou
hast wrought all this greatness, to make thy servant know it. 22Therefore thou art great, O Lord
God; for there is none like thee, and there is no God besides thee, according to all that we have
heard with our ears. 23What others nation on earth is like thy people Israel, whom God went to
redeem to be his people, making himself a name, and doing for themt great and terrible things, by
driving outu before his people a nation and its gods?v  24And thou didst establish for thyself thy peo-
ple Israel to be thy people for ever; and thou, O Lord, didst become their God. 25And now, O
Lord God, confirm for ever the word which thou hast spoken concerning thy servant and concern-
ing his house, and do as thou hast spoken; 26and thy name will be magnified for ever, saying, ‘The
Lord of hosts is God over Israel,’ and the house of thy servant David will be established before
thee. 27For thou, O Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, hast made this revelation to thy servant, say-
ing, ‘I will build you a house’; therefore thy servant has found courage to pray this prayer to thee.
28And now, O Lord God, thou art God, and thy words are true, and thou hast promised this good
thing to thy servant; 29now therefore may it please thee to bless the house of thy servant, that it
may continue for ever before thee; for thou, O Lord God, hast spoken, and with thy blessing shall
the house of thy servant be blessed for ever.”

r Cn: Heb this is the law for man s Gk: Heb one t Heb you u Gk 1 Chron 17.21: Heb for your land v Heb before thy people, whom thou didst redeem for thyself from Egypt,

nations and its gods

13Ps 110:4 (109:4 LXX).   14Is 53:8.   15Ezek 44:3.   16FC 6:329-30*.
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Overview: The house God promises to build 
David is both the  “house of David” and the  
“house of God” as it is the dwelling place of God 
and his people in eternal union. This house, built 
by living virtuously through God’s enablement, 
will receive its final consecration when God es-
tablishes a permanent and peaceful home for his 
people (Augustine).

7:18-29 David Was Motivated to Pray

Building the House of God. Augustine:
David, understanding this, says in the second 
book of Kings [Samuel] . . .  “You did also speak 
of the house of your servant for a long time to 
come.” And, further on,  “And now begin and 
bless the house of your servant that it may endure 
forever,” etc. At that time, David was about to be-
get his son through whom his lineage would be 
carried down to Christ; through whom, in turn, 
his house was to be everlasting—indeed, identi-
fied with the house of God. It was to be called the  
“house of David” because [it was] of David’s 
stock and, simultaneously, the  “house of God” 
because it was a temple to God made not of 
stones but of people. In this house God’s people 
shall everlastingly dwell with their God and in 

their God, and God with his people and in his 
people, God filling his people, his people filled 
with their God, so that  “God may be all in all”1—
the very same God being their prize in peace who 
was their strength in battle.

It was with this in view that, when Nathan 
had said,  “And the Lord said to you, that you 
shall build him a house,” David said further on,  
“Because you, O Lord of hosts, God of Israel, 
have revealed to the ear of your servant, saying, ‘I 
will build you a house.’ ” This is a house which we 
build by living virtuously and which God builds 
by helping us to live virtuously, for  “unless the 
Lord builds the house, those who build it labor in 
vain.”2

Only, however, when this house receives its 
final consecration will the words God spoke by 
Nathan’s lips come true:  “And I will appoint a 
place for my people Israel, and I will plant them, 
and they shall dwell therein, and shall be dis-
turbed no more: neither shall the children of iniq-
uity afflict them any more as they did before, 
from the day that I appointed judges over my 
people Israel.” City of God 17.12.3

8 : 1 - 8  D A V I D ’ S  V I C T O R I E S  A N D  S P O I L

1After this David defeated the Philistines and subdued them, and David took Metheg-ammah
out of the hand of the Philistines.

2And he defeated Moab, and measured them with a line, making them lie down on the ground;
two lines he measured to be put to death, and one full line to be spared. And the Moabites became
servants to David and brought tribute.

3David also defeated Hadadezer the son of Rehob, king of Zobah, as he went to restore his
power at the river Euphrates. 4And David took from him a thousand and seven hundred horse-
men, and twenty thousand foot soldiers; and David hamstrung all the chariot horses, but left

11 Cor 15:28.   2Ps 127:1 (126:1 LXX).   3FC 24:58-59*.
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enough for a hundred chariots. 5And when the Syrians of Damascus came to help Hadadezer king
of Zobah, David slew twenty-two thousand men of the Syrians.

Overview: David’s wars after ascending to the 
throne prefigure the Savior’s victories over pa-
gans and the faithless (Cassiodorus). The mea-
suring out of lines of Moabites, some for death 
and some for life, is understood in the persons of 
Orpah and Ruth, who represent the diverging 
paths of idolatry and true faith ( Jerome).

8:1-5 David Defeats Israel’s Enemies

A Figure of the Lord’s Victories. Cas-
siodorus: The history of the Kings [Samuel] 
recounts that David won these victories after he 
succeeded Saul in the kingship, and it seems inap-
propriate to introduce them into our ordered 
arrangement here since they are known to be 
recounted extensively there. But we must realize 
that these wars are a description in figure of the 
Lord Savior’s victories which he wins throughout 
the whole world over pagans and the faithless. It 
is their words which this psalm1 will utter, so 

that when truly dislodged from their old supersti-
tion they may deserve to be changed through the 
grace of the new man. Exposition of the 
Psalms 59.1-2.2

The Significance of the Two Lines. 
Jerome: In the second book of Kings [Samuel], 
where David defeated the Moabites, Scripture 
records the measuring out of two separate lines 
for life and two for death.3 The significance of set-
ting aside some Moabites for life and others for 
death is made clear by the story of Orpah and 
Ruth. Orpah, who turned back to idolatry and 
her ancient country, was destined for death; 
Ruth, following her mother-in-law, whose name 
means  “pleasant,” says,  “Your people shall be my 
people, and your God my God.”4 Homilies on 
the Psalms, Alternate Series 61 (Ps 15).5

[ 8 : 9 - 1 8  D A V I D ’ S  N A M E

A N D  K I N G D O M  A R E  E S T A B L I S H E D ]

[ 9 : 1 - 1 3  D A V I D  H O N O R S  H I S  C O V E N A N T

W I T H  J O N A T H A N ]

1Ps 60 (59 LXX).   2ACW 52:62*.   32 Sam 8:2 LXX.   4Ruth 1:16.   5FC 
57:25*.
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[ 1 0 : 1 - 1 9  C O N F L I C T S  A R I S E  W I T H  T H E

A M M O N I T E S  A N D  S Y R I A N S ]

1 1 : 1 - 5  D A V I D  A N D  B A T H S H E B A

2It happened, late one afternoon, when David arose from his couch and was walking upon the
roof of the king’s house, that he saw from the roof a woman bathing; and the woman was very
beautiful. 3And David sent and inquired about the woman. And one said, “Is not this Bathsheba,
the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?” 4So David sent messengers, and took her;
and she came to him, and he lay with her. (Now she was purifying herself from her uncleanness.)
Then she returned to her house. 5And the woman conceived; and she sent and told David, “I am
with child.”

Overview: Fascinated by Bathsheba’s nudity, 
David illustrates how a man cannot use his eyes 
without danger, even in his own house ( Jerome). 
Typifying the church of the faithful, Bathsheba’s 
washing and union with David may be viewed in 
a spiritual sense as prefiguring the cleansing of 
baptism and union with Christ (Cassiodorus, 
Gregory the Great). Given that the soul is the 
charioteer of the body, guiding it into purity or 
debauchery, the affairs of prudence depend upon 
the will, not one’s age (Chrysostom).

11:2 David Sees a Beautiful Woman Bathing

The Use of the Eyes. Jerome: David was a 
man after God’s own heart, and his lips had 
often sung of the Holy One, the future Christ. 
Yet as he walked upon his housetop he was fas-
cinated by Bathsheba’s nudity, and [he] added 
murder to adultery. Notice here how, even in his 
own house, a man cannot use his eyes without 
danger. Then repenting, he says to the Lord,  
“Against you, you only, have I sinned and done 
this evil in your sight.”1 Being a king he feared 
no one else. Letter 22.12.2

A Type of the Church. Cassiodorus: For 
blessed Jerome among others points out that 
Bathsheba manifested a type of the church or of 
human flesh and says that David bore the mark of 
Christ; this is clearly apt at many points. Just as 
Bathsheba when washing herself unclothed in the 
brook of Kidron3 delighted David and deserved 
to attain the royal embraces, and her husband 
was slain at the prince’s command, so too the 
church, the assembly of the faithful, once it has 
cleansed itself of the foulness of sins by the bath 
of sacred baptism, is known to be joined to Christ 
the Lord. It was indeed appropriate in those days 
that the future mysteries of the Lord should be 
manifested by a deed of this kind, and that what 
people considered a blameworthy act should be 
shown to point in a spiritual sense to a great mys-
tery. Exposition of the Psalms 50 (51).1-2.4

The Literal Fulfilled by the Spiritual. 
Gregory the Great: But who that hears of it, 
not only among believers but among unbelievers 
themselves also, does not utterly loathe this, 

1Ps 51:4 (50:4 LXX).   2NPNF 2 6:26*.   3Cf. 2 Sam 15:23.   4ACW 
51:493*.
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that David walking upon his roof lusted after 
Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah? Yet when he 
[Uriah] returns back from the battle, he bids 
him go home to wash his feet. Whereupon he 
answered at once,  “ The ark of the Lord dwells 
in tents; shall I then take rest in my house?”5 
David receives him to his own table and delivers 
to him letters, through which he would die. But 
who does David walking upon his roof typify if  
not him concerning whom it is written,  “He has 
set his tent in the sun.”6 And what else is it to 
draw Bathsheba to himself, but to join to him-
self by a spiritual meaning the law of the letter, 
which was united to a carnal people? For  
“Bathsheba” means  “the seventh well,” surely, in 
that through the knowledge of the law, with 
spiritual grace infused, perfect wisdom is minis-
tered to us. And whom does Uriah denote but 
the Jewish people, whose name is interpreted  
“My light from God”? Now because the Jewish 
people are raised high by receiving the knowl-
edge of the law, they glory as though  “in the 
light of God.” But David took from this Uriah 
his wife and united her to himself, surely in that 
the strong-handed One, which is the meaning of  
“David,” our Redeemer, showed himself in the 
flesh, while he made known that the law spoke 
in a spiritual sense concerning himself. In this 
way, because it was held according to the letter, 
he demonstrated that he took it from the Jewish 
people and joined it to himself, in that he 
declared himself to be proclaimed by it. Yet 
David asks Uriah to  “go home to wash his feet,” 
in that when the Lord came in the flesh, he 
asked the Jewish people to turn back to the 
home of the conscience and to wipe off with 
their tears the defilements of their deeds, that 
they would understand the precepts of the law 
in a spiritual sense and, finding the font of bap-
tism after the grievous hardness of the com-
mandments, have recourse to water after toil. 
Morals on the Book of Job 3.28.7

11:3-4 David Sends for Bathsheba

The Affairs of Prudence. Chrysostom: It 
would be better for the sun to be extinguished 
than for David’s words to be forgotten and not 
transmitted to others. He fell into adultery and 
envy. For he saw, he says, a beautiful woman 
bathing and became enamored of her; and later he 
succeeded in doing all that he fancied.

And the prophet was found in adultery, the 
pearl in mud. However, he did not yet under-
stand that he had sinned, the passion ravaged him 
to such a great extent. Because, when the chario-
teer gets drunk, the chariot moves in an irregular, 
disorderly manner. What the charioteer is to the 
chariot, the soul is to the body. If the soul 
becomes darkened, the body rolls in mud. As long 
as the charioteer stands firm, the chariot drives 
smoothly. However, when he becomes exhausted 
and is unable to hold the reins firmly, you see this 
very chariot in terrible danger. This exact same 
thing happens to human beings. As long as the 
soul is sober and vigilant, this very body remains 
in purity. However, when the soul is darkened, 
this very body rolls in mud and in lusts.

Therefore, what did David do? He committed 
adultery; yet neither was he aware nor was he 
censured by anyone. This occurred in his most 
venerable years, so you may learn that, if you are 
indolent, not even old age benefits you, nor, if you 
are earnest, can youthful years seriously harm 
you. Behavior does not depend on age but on the 
direction of the will. . . .

So you may learn that the affairs of prudence 
rely upon the will and do not depend on age, just 
remember that David was found in his venerable 
years falling into adultery and committing mur-
der; and he reached such a pathetic state that he 
was unaware that he had sinned, because his 
mind, which was the charioteer, was drunk from 
debauchery. Homilies on Repentance and 
Almsgiving 2.2.4-7.8

52 Sam 11:11.   6Ps 19:4 (18:5 LXX).   7LF 18:166-67*.   8FC 96:18-19*.
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1 1 : 6 - 2 7  D A V I D  S E N D S  F O R  U R I A H

14In the morning David wrote a letter to Joab, and sent it by the hand of Uriah. 15In the letter
he wrote, “Set Uriah in the forefront of the hardest fighting, and then draw back from him, that he
may be struck down, and die.”

Overview: Confidence in Scripture’s truth, 
which is founded on divine authority, is not to be 
undermined by its record of the blameworthy 
conduct of certain otherwise praiseworthy per-
sons (Augustine). David’s earlier character and 
actions toward Saul, set in stark contrast to his 
treatment of Uriah, illustrate the greatness of his 
failure (Gregory the Great).

11:14-15 David Gives Joab Instructions

Confident in Scripture’s Truth. Augus-
tine: Surely, it is better to believe that the apos-
tle Paul wrote something untruthful than that the 
apostle Peter did not act uprightly. If that is so, 
then let us say something abhorrent, that it is 
better to believe that the gospel lies than that 
Christ was denied by Peter;1 and that the book of 
Kings [Samuel] lies than that a great prophet, so 
eminently chosen by the Lord God, committed 
adultery by coveting and seducing another man’s 
wife and was guilty of a revolting murder by kill-
ing her husband. On the contrary, I will read the 
holy Scripture with complete certainty and confi-
dence in its truth, founded as it is on the highest 
summit of divine authority; and I would rather 
learn from it that people were truly approved or 

corrected or condemned than allow my trust in 
the divine Word to be everywhere undermined 
because I fear to believe that the human conduct 
of certain excellent and praiseworthy persons is 
sometimes worthy of blame. Letter 82.2

The Failure of David. Gregory the Great:
Well-pleasing in almost all of his actions in the 
judgment of him who had chosen him, so soon as 
the burden of his obligations was not upon him, 
he broke out into festering conceit and showed 
himself as harsh and cruel in the murder of a man 
as he had been weakly dissolute in his desire for a 
woman. And he who had known how in pity to 
spare the wicked learned afterwards without let 
or hesitation to pant for the death of even the 
good. At first he had, indeed, been unwilling to 
strike down his captive persecutor, but after-
wards, with loss to his wearied army, he killed 
even his loyal soldier. His guilt would, in fact, 
have removed him a long way from the number of 
the elect, had not scourgings restored him to par-
don. Pastoral Care 1.3.3

1Mt 26:69-75.   2FC 12:393-94*.   3ACW 11:26-27.
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1 2 : 1 - 6  T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  R I C H  M A N

A N D  T H E  P O O R  M A N

1And the Lord sent Nathan to David. He came to him, and said to him, “There were two men
in a certain city, the one rich and the other poor. 2The rich man had very many flocks and herds;
3but the poor man had nothing but one little ewe lamb, which he had bought. And he brought it up,
and it grew up with him and with his children; it used to eat of his morsel, and drink from his cup,
and lie in his bosom, and it was like a daughter to him. 4Now there came a traveler to the rich
man, and he was unwilling to take one of his own flock or herd to prepare for the wayfarer who
had come to him, but he took the poor man’s lamb, and prepared it for the man who had come to
him.” 5Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man; and he said to Nathan, “As the
Lord lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; 6and he shall restore the lamb fourfold,
because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.”

Overview: Nathan’s shrewd manner of con-
fronting David with his own words and then by 
open rebuke is an effective strategy for taking the 
powerful of this world to task (Gregory the 
Great). David’s harsh verdict against Nathan’s 
figurative rich man is met with his immediate and 
pointed indictment, yet David’s prompt confes-
sion of guilt is met with assurance of the Lord’s 
forgiveness and the repeal of his self-condemning 
sentence (Chrysostom). David’s lust was a one-
time sinful fall rather than a habit as suggested in 
the metaphor of the guest. Nathan used the sharp 
scalpel of David’s own words to remove the dis-
eased tissue of his heart (Augustine).

12:1-6 Nathan’s Story and David’s Judgment

Challenging the Powerful. Gregory the 
Great: But at times, in taking to task the power-
ful of this world, they are first to be dealt with by 
drawing diverse comparisons in a case ostensibly 
concerning someone else. Then, when they give a 
right judgment on what apparently is another’s 
case, they are to be taken to task regarding their 
own guilt by a suitable procedure. Thus a mind 
puffed up with temporal power cannot possibly 
lift itself up against the reprover, for by its own 

judgment it has trodden on the neck of pride; and 
it cannot argue to defend itself, as it stands con-
victed by the sentence out of its own mouth.

Thus it was that Nathan the prophet, coming 
to chide the king, to all appearance asked his 
judgment in the case of a poor man against a rich 
man. The king first was to deliver judgment and 
then to hear that he was the culprit. Thus he was 
completely unable to deny the just sentence 
which he had personally delivered against him-
self. Therefore, the holy man, considering both 
the sinner and the king, aimed in that wonderful 
manner at convicting a bold culprit first by his 
own admission and then cut him by his rebuke. 
For a short while he concealed the person whom 
he was aiming at and then at once struck him 
when he had convicted him. His stroke would, 
perhaps, have had less force if he had chosen to 
castigate the sin directly the moment he began to 
speak. But by beginning with a similitude, he 
sharpened the rebuke which he was concealing. 
He came like a physician to a sick man, saw that 
his wound had to be incised, but was in doubt 
about the endurance of the patient. He, therefore, 
concealed the surgeon’s knife under his coat, but 
drawing it out suddenly, pierced the wound, that 
the sick man might feel the knife before he saw it, 
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for if he had first seen it, he might have refused to 
feel it. Pastoral Care 3.2.1

The Good of a Prompt Confession. Chry-
sostom: Therefore, Nathan went to David and 
wove a dramatic act for judgment. And what did 
he say?  “My king, I want your judgment. There 
was a certain rich man and a certain poor one. 
The rich person possessed herds of cattle and 
many other flocks; and the poor one had one ewe 
that drank from his glass, ate from his table and 
slept in his embrace.” Here Nathan revealed the 
genuine bond between a husband and wife.  
“When a certain stranger arrived, the rich man 
desired to keep his own animals, and he took the 
poor man’s ewe and slaughtered her.” Here, do 
you see how Nathan wove the dramatic act, mys-
teriously concealing the weapon in the glands of 
David’s throat? Then what did the king say? 
Thinking that he had to pass judgment against 
someone else, he decided most severely. For such 
are human beings. When it concerns other peo-
ple, they gladly and abruptly render decisions and 
publicize them. And what did David say?  “As the 
Lord lives, the man who did this thing is worthy 
of death. And he shall restore the lamb fourfold.” 
Therefore, what did Nathan reply? He did not 
allow the wound to be relieved for many hours; 
rather, he quickly stripped it naked and sharply 
embedded the knife deeply into it, so as not to 
rob it of the painful sensation.  “You are the man, 
my king.” What did the king say?  “I have sinned 
against the Lord.” He did not say,  “Who are you 
who censures me? Who sent you to speak with 
such boldness? With what daring did you pre-
vail?” He did not say anything of the sort; rather, 
he perceived the sin. And what did he say?  “I have 
sinned against the Lord.” Therefore, what did 
Nathan say to him?  “And the Lord remitted your 
sin.” You condemned yourself; I [God] remit your 
sentence. You confessed prudently; you annulled 
the sin. You appropriated a condemnatory deci-
sion against yourself; I repealed the sentence. Can 
you see that what is written in Scripture was ful-
filled:  “Be the first one to tell of your transgres-

sion so you may be justified”2 How toilsome is it 
to be the first one to declare the sin? Homilies 
on Repentance and Almsgiving 2.2.9.3

The Fleeting Character of David’s Sin. 
Augustine: And with what moderation and self-
restraint those men used their wives appears 
chiefly in this, that when this same king, carried 
away by the heat of passion and by temporal pros-
perity, had taken unlawful possession of one 
woman, whose husband also he ordered to be put 
to death, he was accused of his crime by a 
prophet, who, when he had come to show him his 
sin, set before him the parable of the poor man 
who had but one ewe lamb, and whose neighbor, 
though he had many, yet when a guest came to 
him, refused to take of his own flock but set his 
poor neighbor’s one lamb before his guest to eat. 
And David’s anger being kindled against the man, 
he commanded that he should be put to death 
and the lamb restored fourfold to the poor man; 
thus unwittingly condemning the sin he had wit-
tingly committed. And when he had been shown 
this, and God’s punishment had been announced 
against him, he wiped out his sin in deep peni-
tence. But yet in this parable it was the adultery 
only that was indicated by the poor man’s ewe 
lamb. About the killing of the woman’s hus-
band—that is, about the murder of the poor man 
himself who had the one ewe lamb—nothing is 
said in the parable, so that the sentence of con-
demnation is pronounced against the adultery 
alone. And hence we may understand with what 
temperance he possessed a number of wives when 
he was forced to punish himself for transgressing 
in regard to one woman. But in his case the 
immoderate desire did not take up its abode with 
him but was only a passing guest. On this 
account the unlawful appetite is called even by 
the accusing prophet, a guest. For he did not say 
that he took the poor man’s ewe lamb to make a 
feast for his king, but for his guest. In the case of 
his son Solomon, however, this lust did not come 

1ACW 11:94-95*.   2Is 43:26.   3FC 96:20-21*. 
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and pass away like a guest but reigned as a king. 
And about him Scripture is not silent but accuses 
him of being a lover of strange women; for in the 
beginning of his reign he was inflamed with a 
desire for wisdom, but after he had attained it 
through spiritual love, he lost it through carnal 
lust.4 Christian Instruction 3.21.5

Diseased Tissue in David’s Heart. Augus-
tine: For I admit my wrongdoing, and my 
offense confronts me all the time.6  “I have not 
thrust my deed behind my back; I do not look 
askance at others while forgetting myself; I do not 
presume to extract a speck of straw from my 
brother’s eye while there is a timber in my own;7 
my sin is in front of me, not behind my back. It 
was behind me until the prophet was sent to me 
and put to me the parable of the poor man’s 
sheep.” What the prophet Nathan said to David 
was this: There was a certain rich man who had a 
large flock of sheep. His neighbor was a poor man 
who had only one little ewe lamb; she rested in 
his arms and was fed from his own dish. Then a 
guest arrived at the rich man’s house. The rich 

man took nothing from his flock; what he wanted 
was the little ewe lamb that belonged to his 
neighbor, so he slaughtered that for his guest. 
What does he deserve? Angrily David pro-
nounced sentence. Obviously the king was 
unaware of the trap into which he had fallen, and 
he decreed that the rich man deserved to die and 
must make fourfold restitution for the sheep. It 
was a very severe view, and entirely just. But his 
own sin was not yet before his eyes; what he had 
done was still behind his back. He did not yet 
admit his own iniquity and hence would not 
remit another’s. But the prophet had been sent to 
him for this purpose. He brought the sin out 
from behind David’s back and held it before his 
eyes, so that he might see that the severe sentence 
had been passed on himself. To cut away diseased 
tissue in David’s heart and heal the wound there, 
Nathan used David’s tongue as a knife. Expla-
nations of the Psalms 50.8

1 2 : 7 - 1 2  N A T H A N  C O N F R O N T S  D A V I D

7Nathan said to David, “You are the man. Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, ‘I anointed
you king over Israel, and I delivered you out of the hand of Saul; 8and I gave you your master’s
house, and your master’s wives into your bosom, and gave you the house of Israel and of Judah; and
if this were too little, I would add to you as much more. 9Why have you despised the word of the
Lord, to do what is evil in his sight? You have smitten Uriah the Hittite with the sword, and have
taken his wife to be your wife, and have slain him with the sword of the Ammonites. 10Now there-
fore the sword shall never depart from your house, because you have despised me, and have taken
the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife.’ 11Thus says the Lord, ‘Behold, I will raise up evil
against you out of your own house; and I will take your wives before your eyes, and give them to
your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this sun. 12For you did it secretly; but
I will do this thing before all Israel, and before the sun.’ ”

4See 1 Kings 11:1-8.   5NPNF 1 2:565.   6Ps 51:3 (50:3 LXX).   7See Mt 
7:3.   8WSA 3 16:415.
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Overview

 

:

 

 Nathan’s foretelling of the evils to 
befall David on account of his adultery and mur-
der illustrate one of the three classes of prophecy, 
namely that which refers to the earthly Jerusalem 
as distinguished from the heavenly Jerusalem and 
from both the heavenly and earthly Jerusalem 
(

 

Augustine

 

). That God sees and judges actions 
committed in secret is proven by the exposure of 
David’s grave sins, thereby warning sinners of im-
pending punishment (

 

Salvian

 

). Although a vir-
tuous man through whom Christ would descend, 
David was punished for his adultery, even though 
he was repentant and was declared forgiven 
(

 

Isaac of Nineveh

 

).

 

12:10-12 

 

Nathan Pronounces the Lord’s 
Judgment

 

Classes of Prophecy.

 

 Augustine: 

 

Thus, the 
prophets’ sayings are of three classes: one class 
refers to the earthly, a second to the heavenly 
Jerusalem, and a third to both simultaneously. It 
will be best to support this assertion with illus-
tration. The prophet Nathan was sent to accuse 
King David of a grave sin and to foretell what 
evils were to befall him on this account. Now no 
one can fail to see that this prophecy refers to the 
earthly city. There are others like it, sometimes 
addressed to the people at large for their profit 
and well-being, and sometimes to an individual 
who merited a word from God to foreknow some 
event for the guidance of his temporal life.

 

 City 
of God 17.3.

 

1

 

God Sees and Judges Secret Actions.

 

 
Salvian the Presbyter: 

 

But that you may 
clearly know that his censure and sacred consid-
erations deal more with actions than with per-
sons themselves, hear how God, the judge, who 
many times gave sentences favorable to his ser-
vant David, often gave decisions unfavorable to 
him. This happened in a transaction which did 
not involve many men, or perhaps, what would 
have aroused God more, in a transaction involv-
ing holy men. It happened in the instance of one 

man, a foreigner, where the action rather than the 
person demanded punishment.

When Uriah the Hittite, a member of a 
wicked race and of an unfriendly nation, had been 
killed, the divine Word was immediately passed 
to David,  “You have killed Uriah, the Hittite, 
with the sword and have taken his wife to be your 
wife, and have slain him with the sword of the 
children of Ammon. Therefore the sword shall 
never depart from your house. Thus said the 
Lord, ‘Behold, I will raise up evil against you out 
of your own house; and I will take your wives 
before your eyes and give them to your neighbor. 
For you did it secretly: but I will do this thing in 
the sight of all Israel and in the sight of the sun.’ ”

What do you say to this, you who believe that 
God does not judge our actions and who believe 
that he has no concern whatsoever for us? Do you 
not see that the eyes of God were never absent 
even from that secret sin through which David 
fell once? Learn from this that you are always 
seen by Christ, understand and know that you 
will be punished, and perhaps very soon, you, 
who, perhaps in consolation for your sins, think 
that our acts are not seen by God. You see that 
the holy David was unable to hide his sin in the 
secrecy of his inmost rooms; neither was he able 
to claim exemption from immediate punishment 
through the privilege of great deeds. What did 
the Lord say to him?  “I will take your wives 
before your eyes, and the sword shall never 
depart from your house.”

 

 The Governance of 
God 2.4.

 

2

 

Temporal Punishment Remained.

 

 Isaac of 
Nineveh: 

 

And David, who was a man after 
God’s own heart, who because of his virtues was 
found worthy to generate from his seed the prom-
ise of the Fathers, and to have Christ shine forth 
from himself for the salvation of all the world, 
was he not punished because of adultery with a 
woman, when he held her beauty with his eyes 
and was pierced in his soul by that arrow? For it 
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was because of this that God raised up a war 
against him from within his own household, and 
he who came forth from his loins pursued him. 
These things befell him even after he had 
repented with many tears, such that he moist-
ened his couch with his weeping, and after God 

had said to him through the prophet,  “The Lord 
hath forgiven thy sin.”

 

3 

 

Ascetical Homilies 10.

 

4

 

1 2 : 1 3 - 1 4  D A V I D  C O N F E S S E S  H I S  S I N

 

13

 

David said to Nathan, “I have sinned against the L

 

ord

 

.” And Nathan said to David, “The

L

 

ord

 

 also has put away your sin; you shall not die. 

 

14

 

Nevertheless, because by this deed you have

utterly scorned the L

 

ord

 

,

 

a

 

 the child that is born to you shall die.”

 

a 

 

Heb

 

 the enemies of the 

 

L

 

ORD

 

Overview

 

:

 

 That, as king, David frankly con-
fessed his sin and humbly repented in sackcloth 
and ashes admonishes the private person to offer 
no less of an expression of remorse (

 

Cyril of 
Jerusalem

 

). While Matthew presents Christ’s 
kingly descent through Solomon, Luke presents 
his priestly ascent through Nathan, because it 
was through Nathan the prophet that David ob-
tained the annulment of his sin (

 

Augustine

 

). 
Those who are rightly accused of a great sin may 
take heart that they will be forgiven if they admit 
their guilt as David did (

 

Ambrose

 

). While the re-
ward of David’s great penitence for his misdeed 
was the avoidance of eternal punishment, he did 
not merit full pardon: the child died because of 
David’s sin (

 

Salvian

 

). That God responded dif-
ferently to the similar confessions of David and 
Saul reveals the dissimilarity of their hearts. For 
the baptized who have deserted or violated the 
faith, forgiveness may be obtained through the 
heartfelt repentance exhibited in uttering a con-
fession of sin, doing genuine penance and living 
good lives afterwards (

 

Augustine

 

). While we 
should be ashamed to sin, we should not be 

ashamed to repent, as this is the means of deliver-
ance and healing (

 

Pacian of Barcelona

 

). Confes-
sion alone is not sufficient for the penitent, but 
must be accompanied by correction and humility, 
as David exemplifies (

 

Paulinus of Milan)

 

.

 

12:13-14 

 

Nathan Responds to David’s 
Admission of Guilt

 

An Example of Repentance.

 

 Cyril of Jeru-
salem: 

 

If you like, however, I will give you fur-
ther examples relating to our condition. Come 
then to the blessed David, and take him for your 
example of repentance. Great as he was, he suf-
fered a fall. It was in the afternoon, after his 
siesta, that he took a turn on the housetop and 
saw by chance what stirred his human passion. 
He fulfilled the sinful deed, but his nobility, 
when it came to confessing the lapse, had not per-
ished with the doing of the deed. Nathan the 
prophet came, swift to convict, but now as a 
healer for his wound, saying,  “The Lord was 
angry, and you have sinned.” So spoke a simple 
subject to his reigning sovereign. But David, 
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though king and robed in purple, did not take it 
amiss, for he had regard not to the rank of the 
speaker but to the majesty of him who sent him. 
He was not puffed up by the fact that guardsmen 
were drawn up all around him, for the angelic 
host of the Lord came to his mind and he was in 
terror  “as seeing him who is invisible.”1 So he 
answered and said to the man that came to him, 
or rather, in his person, to the God whose mes-
senger he was,  “I have sinned against the Lord.” 
You see this royal humility and the making of 
confession. Surely no one had been convicting 
him, nor were there many who knew what he had 
done. Swiftly the deed was done and immediately 
the prophet appeared as accuser. Lo! The sinner 
confesses his wicked deed, and as it was full and 
frank confession, he had the swiftest healing. For 
the prophet Nathan first threatened him, but 
then said immediately,  “And the Lord has put 
away your sin.” And see how quickly lovingkind-
ness changes the face of God! Except that he first 
declares,  “you have given great occasion to the 
enemies of the Lord to blaspheme” as though he 
said  “you have many that are your foes because of 
your righteousness, from whom nevertheless, you 
were kept safe by your upright living. But as you 
have thrown away this best of armors, you have 
now, standing ready to strike, these foes that are 
risen up against you.”

So then the prophet comforted David as we 
have seen, but that blessed man, though he 
received most gladly the assurance,  “The Lord 
has put away your sin,” did not, king as he was, 
draw back from penitence. Indeed he put on sack-
cloth in place of his purple robe, and the king sat 
in ashes on the bare earth instead of on his gilded 
throne. And in ashes he did not merely sit, but 
took them for eating, as he himself says,  “I have 
eaten ashes as it were bread, and mingled my 
drink with weeping.”2 His lustful eye he wasted 
away with tears; as he says,  “every night I wash 
my bed and water my couch with my tears.”3 And 
when his courtiers exhorted him to eat food, he 
would not, but prolonged his fast for seven whole 
days. Catechetical Lectures 2.11-12.4

The Annulment of His Sin. Augustine: 
But just as Matthew, presenting Christ the king 
as if descending for the assumption of our sins, 
thus descends from David through Solomon, 
because Solomon was born of her with whom 
David had sinned, so Luke, presenting Christ the 
priest as if ascending after the destroying of sins, 
ascends through Nathan to David, because 
Nathan the prophet had been sent, and by his 
reproof the penitent David obtained the annul-
ling of his sin. On Eighty-three Varied Ques-
tions 61.5

On Admitting One’s Guilt. Ambrose: Are 
you ashamed, sir,6 to do as David did—David, 
the king and the prophet, the ancestor of Christ 
according to the flesh? He was told of the rich 
man who had a great number of flocks and yet, 
when a guest arrived, took the poor man’s one 
ewe lamb and killed it; and when he recognized 
that he was himself condemned by the story, he 
said,  “I have sinned against the Lord.” Therefore 
do not take it ill, sir, if what was said to King 
David is said to you,  “You are the man.” For if you 
listen with attention and say,  “I have sinned 
against the Lord,” if you say, in the words of the 
royal prophet,  “O come, let us worship and fall 
down, and weep before the Lord our Maker,”7 
then it will be said to you also,  “Because you 
repented, the Lord has put away your sin; you 
shall not die.” Letter 51.7.8

Eternal Punishment Averted. Salvian 
the Presbyter: You see what instant judgment 
so great a man suffered for one sin. Immediate 
condemnation followed the fault, a condemnation 
immediately punishing and without reservation, 
stopping the guilty one then and there and not 
deferring the case to a later date. Thus he did not 
say,  “because you have done this, know that the 

1Heb 11:27.   2Ps 102:9 (101:9 LXX).   3Ps 6:6.   4LCC 4:87-88*.   5FC 
70:118-19.   6The Emperor Theodosius. This letter was written about 
390 to encourage his repentance for ordering a massacre in Thessolon-
ica.   7Ps 95:6 (94:6 LXX).   8LCC 5:255*.   
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judgment of God will come and you will be tor-
mented in the fire of hell.” Rather, he said,  “You 
shall suffer immediate punishment and shall have 
the sword of divine severity at your throat.”

And what followed? The guilty man acknowl-
edged his sin, was humbled, filled with remorse, 
confessed and wept. He repented and asked for 
pardon, gave up his royal jewels, laid aside his 
robes of gold cloth, put aside the purple, resigned 
his crown. He was changed in body and appear-
ance. He cast aside all his kingship with its orna-
ments. He put on the externals of a fugitive 
penitent, so that his squalor was his defense. He 
was wasted by fasting, dried up by thirst, worn 
from weeping and imprisoned in his own loneli-
ness. Yet this king, bearing such a great name, 
greater in his holiness than in temporal power, 
surpassing all by the prerogative of his antecedent 
merits, did not escape punishment though he 
sought pardon so earnestly.

The reward of this great penitence was such 
that he was not condemned to eternal punish-
ment. Yet, he did not merit full pardon in this 
world. What did the prophet say to the penitent?  
“Because you have given occasion to the enemies 
of the Lord to blaspheme, the son that is born to 
you shall die.” Besides the pain of the bitter loss 
of his son, God wished that there be added to the 
very loving father an understanding of this great-
est punishment, namely, that the father who 
mourned should himself bring death to his 
beloved son, when the son, born of his father’s 
crime, was killed for the very crime that had 
begotten him. The Governance of God 2.4.9

God Inspects Hearts. Augustine: Similar-
ity of words, dissimilarity of hearts. We may hear 
the similarity of the words with our ears, but we 
can only know the dissimilarity of hearts by the 
angel’s declaration. David sinned, and when he 
was rebuked by the prophet, he said,  “I have 
sinned,” and was immediately told,  “Your sin has 
been forgiven you.” Saul sinned, and when he was 
rebuked by the prophet, he said,  “I have sinned,” 
and his sin was not forgiven, but the wrath of 

God remained upon him. What can this mean 
but similarity of words, dissimilarity of hearts? 
Human beings can hear words, God inspects 
hearts. Sermon 291.5.10

The Effectiveness of Three Syllables. 
Augustine: Baptized people, though, who are 
deserters and violators of such a great sacrament, 
if they repent from the bottom of their hearts, if 
they repent where God can see, as he saw 
David’s heart, when on being rebuked by the 
prophet, and very sternly rebuked, he cried out 
after hearing God’s fearsome threats and said,  “I 
have sinned,” and shortly afterward heard,  “God 
has taken away your sin.” Such is the effective-
ness of three syllables.  “I have sinned” is just 
three syllables; and yet in these three syllables 
the flames of the heart’s sacrifice rose up to 
heaven. So those who have done genuine pen-
ance, and have been absolved from the con-
straints by which they were bound and cut off 
from the body of Christ, and have lived good 
lives after their penance, such as they ought to 
have lived before penance, and in due course 
have passed away after being reconciled, why, 
they too go to God, go to their rest, will not be 
deprived of the kingdom, will be set apart from 
the people of the devil. Sermon 393.1.11

No Shame in Repentance. Pacian of Barce-
lona: May we by all means be filled with revul-
sion for sin but not for repentance. May we be 
ashamed to put ourselves at risk but not to be 
delivered. Who will snatch away the wooden 
plank from the shipwrecked so that he may not 
escape? Who will begrudge the curing of wounds? 
Does David not say,  “Every single night I will 
bathe my bed, I will drench my couch in my 
tears.”12 And again,  “I acknowledge my sin, and 
my iniquity I have not concealed”13 And further,  
“I said, ‘I will reveal against myself my sin to my 
God,’ and you forgave the wickedness of my 

9FC 3:62-63*.   10WSA 3 8:134*.   11WSA 3 10:427*.   12Ps 6:6.   13Ps 
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heart”14 Did not the prophet answer [David] as 
follows when, after the guilt of murder and adul-
tery for the sake of Bathsheba, he was penitent?  
“The Lord has taken away from you your sin.”
Letter 1.5.3.15

Confession and Correction. Paulinus of 
Milan: Indeed, to the penitent himself confes-
sion alone does not suffice, unless correction of 
the deed follows, with the result that the peni-
tent does not continue to do deeds which 

demand repentance. He should even humble his 
soul just as holy David, who, when he heard 
from the prophet:  “Your sin is pardoned,” 
became more humble in the correction of his sin, 
so that  “he did eat ashes like bread and mingled 
his drink with weeping.”16 The Life of St. 
Ambrose 9.39.17

1 2 : 1 5 - 1 9  T H E  C H I L D  D I E S  D E S P I T E

D A V I D ’ S  F A S T I N G

15And the Lord struck the child that Uriah’s wife bore to David, and it became sick. 16David
therefore besought God for the child; and David fasted, and went in and lay all night upon the
ground. 17And the elders of his house stood beside him, to raise him from the ground; but he would
not, nor did he eat food with them.

Overview: David’s repentance and fasting, of-
fered not for his sin’s sake but for his child’s, does 
not atone for sin but encourages abstinence from 
all evil (Chrysostom). That David’s prayerful 
and humble repentance did not move the Lord to 
spare his child’s life shows that no crime deserves 
greater guilt than those that give others cause for 
blasphemy (Salvian).

12:15-17 David Pleads to God for the Child’s 
Life

Abstaining from All Evil. Chrysostom:
And I do not say this to overturn fasting (God for-
bid!) but to exhort you that with fasting you do 
that which is better than fasting, the abstaining 
from all evil. David also sinned. Let us see then 
how he too repented. Three days he sat on ashes. 

But this he did not for the sin’s sake but for the 
child’s, being as yet stupefied with that affliction. 
But he wiped away the sin by other means, by 
humbleness, contrition of heart, compunction of 
soul, by falling into this sin no more, by remember-
ing it always, by bearing thankfully every thing 
that befalls him, by sparing those that grieve him, 
by forbearing to requite those who conspire 
against him; yes, even preventing those who desire 
to do this. Homilies on 2 Corinthians 4.6.1

Causing Others to Blaspheme. Salvian 
the Presbyter: How particularly difficult it is to 
atone for the evil deed of handing over the name of 
the Lord to the blasphemy of the heathen, we are 
instructed by the example of the most blessed 

1NPNF 1 12:299*.

14Ps 32:5 (31:5 LXX).   15FC 99:23.   16See Ps 102:9 (101:9 LXX).   17FC 
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David who, because of the intercession of his acts 
of justice, deserved to evade eternal punishment 
for his offenses through one confession only. Yet 
he, with penance as his protector, was unable to 
obtain full pardon for his sin. When Nathan the 
prophet had said to David, who was confessing his 
own sins to him,  “The Lord has taken away your 
sin, you shall not die,” he added immediately,  “nev-
ertheless, because you have given occasion to the 
enemies of the Lord to blaspheme, for this word, 
the child that is born to you, shall die.”

And what happened next? Having laid aside 
his crown and put away his jewels, all splendor 
of royal dignity being removed, he was relieved 
of the purple. For all his sins he shut himself up 
alone, weeping, filthy in sackcloth, soaked in 
tears and soiled with ashes, and sought the life 
of his little child with the voice of many lamen-
tations and beat upon the Most Holy God with 
great fervor or prayer. Thus asking and implor-
ing, he believed he could in this manner obtain 
what he sought from God. Yet he was unable to 
obtain his request through what is the most 

forceful aid to those who ask.
From this it can be understood that there is no 

crime deserving of greater guilt than to give to the 
heathen a reason for blaspheming. For, whoever 
has erred gravely without giving cause for blas-
phemy to others brings damnation to himself 
only, but he who makes others blaspheme drags 
many to death with himself, he will, of necessity, 
be guilty of as many as he shall have drawn into 
guilt. Not only this, whatever sinner so sins that 
he does not cause others to blaspheme by his sin, 
his sin is injurious only to him who sins, but does 
not insult the holy name of God with the sacrile-
gious curse of those who blaspheme. But he who, 
by his sin, causes others to blaspheme, his sin is, 
of necessity, beyond the measure of human crime, 
because he has done unthinkable harm to God 
through the curses of many. The Governance 
of God 4.18.2

1 2 : 2 0 - 2 3  D A V I D  C E A S E S  T O  F A S T  A N D  W E E P

20Then David arose from the earth, and washed, and anointed himself, and changed his
clothes; and he went into the house of the Lord, and worshiped; he then went to his own house;
and when he asked, they set food before him, and he ate. 21Then his servants said to him, “What
is this thing that you have done? You fasted and wept for the child while it was alive; but when
the child died, you arose and ate food.” 22He said, “While the child was still alive, I fasted and
wept; for I said, ‘Who knows whether the Lord will be gracious to me, that the child may live?’
23But now he is dead; why should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but he will
not return to me.”

Overview: Wisely recognizing God’s power to 
preserve or end life, David ceased his fasting with 
the assurance that he would one day go to be with 

his deceased child. Since deceased believers are 
with Christ, there is no reason for excessively 
grieving over them (Ambrose). David’s mourning 
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shows his outstanding paternal affection, which 
is combined with wisdom (Chrysostom).

12:20-23 David Ends His Fast

Confidence in God’s Judgment. Ambrose: 
Holy David lost two sons. One was guilty of in-
cest, the other of fratricide.1 To have had them 
caused him shame; to have lost them brought 
him grief. He also lost a third, a child whom he 
loved. He wept over him while he was still alive, 
but he did not long for him after he died. For so 
we read that when the boy fell sick, David be-
sought the Lord for him and fasted and lay upon 
sackcloth, and, although the elders approached 
him and tried to make him get up from the 
ground, he resolved neither to rise nor to eat. 
After he learned that the boy was dead, how-
ever, he arose from the ground, bathed upon the 
spot, anointed himself, changed clothing, wor-
shiped the Lord and took food. Since this 
seemed strange to his servants, he answered that 
while the child was still alive, he had rightly 
fasted and wept, because he justly thought that 
God might pity him and was certain that he 
who could restore the dead to life could surely 
preserve the life of one still living. But now that 
the child was dead, why should he fast, since he 
could not bring him back from death and restore 
him to life.  “I shall go to him rather;” he said,  
“but he shall not return to me.”

What greater consolation to a mourner! 
What a true judgment from a wise man! What 
wonderful wisdom exhibited by a servant! 
[Thus] no one should protest that some misfor-
tune has befallen him and complain that he has 
been afflicted contrary to his merit. For who are 
you to proclaim your merit beforehand? Why do 
you desire to anticipate your judge? Why do you 
snatch the verdict from the mouth of him who is 
going to pronounce it? On His Brother 
Satyrus 2.25-26.2

No Reason for Excessive Grief. Ambrose:
Thus David wept for his son who was about to 
die; he did not grieve for him when dead. He 
wept that he might not be snatched from him, 
but he ceased to weep when he was snatched 
away, for he knew that he was with Christ. And 
that you may know what I declare is true, he wept 
for his incestuous son Amnon3 when he was 
killed, and he mourned for the parricide Absalom 
when he perished, saying,  “My son Absalom, my 
son Absalom!”4 He did not think the innocent 
son should be mourned, because he believed that 
the others had perished for their crime but that 
the latter would live on account of his innocence.

Therefore, you have no reason for grieving 
excessively over your brother. He was born a man, 
he was subject to human frailty. Consolation on 
the Death of Emperor Valentinian 47-48.5

David’s Paternal Affection and Wisdom. 
Chrysostom: King David loved his child and sat 
indeed in sackcloth and ashes, but he neither 
brought soothsayers nor enchanters (although 
there were such then, as Saul shows), but he 
made supplication to God. So you should do like-
wise: as that just man did, so you should do also; 
the same words you should say, when your child 
is dead,  “I shall go to him, but he will not come to 
me.”6 This is true wisdom, this is affection. How-
ever much you may love your child, you will not 
love so much as he had then. For even though his 
child was born of adultery, yet that blessed man’s 
love of the mother was at its height, and you 
know that the offspring shares the love of the par-
ents. And so great was his love toward it, that he 
even wished it to live, though it would be his own 
accuser, but still he gave thanks to God. Homi-
lies on Colossians 9.7 

1Amnon and Absolom, respectively.   2FC 22:206-7*.   3See 2 Sam 
13:28-29.   42 Sam 18:33.   5FC 22:286.   62 Sam 12:23.   7NPNF 1 
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[ 1 2 : 2 4 - 3 1  T H E  B I R T H  O F  S O L O M O N ]

1 3 : 1 - 2 2  A M N O N  R A P E S  T A M A R ,  H I S  S I S T E R

1Now Absalom, David’s son, had a beautiful sister, whose name was Tamar; and after a time
Amnon, David’s son, loved her. . . .

8So Tamar went to her brother Amnon’s house, where he was lying down. And she took dough,
and kneaded it, and made cakes in his sight, and baked the cakes. 9And she took the pan and emp-
tied it out before him, but he refused to eat. And Amnon said, “Send out every one from me.” So
every one went out from him. 10Then Amnon said to Tamar, “Bring the food into the chamber,
that I may eat from your hand.” And Tamar took the cakes she had made, and brought them into
the chamber to Amnon her brother. 11But when she brought them near him to eat, he took hold of
her, and said to her, “Come, lie with me, my sister.” 12She answered him, “No, my brother, do not
force me; for such a thing is not done in Israel; do not do this wanton folly. 13As for me, where
could I carry my shame? And as for you, you would be as one of the wanton fools in Israel. Now
therefore, I pray you, speak to the king; for he will not withhold me from you.” 14But he would not
listen to her; and being stronger than she, he forced her, and lay with her.

Overview: No conditions can assure that one’s 
chastity will be preserved, not past abstinence, 
nor living in the presence of relatives (Fructuo-
sus of Braga). Amnon’s case shows that even 
close family relations are no safeguard against il-
licit passion ( Jerome).

13:11-14 Amnon Forces Tamar

Chaste Living. Fructuosus of Braga: No 
man shall rely upon chastity in the past, for 
none whose hearts are tainted by women can 
become holier than David or wiser than 
Solomon. That none may assume that his chas-
tity is safe in the presence of a woman related to 

him, let him remember how Tamar was cor-
rupted by her brother Amnon when he pre-
tended to be ill. Accordingly, both monks and 
nuns should live so chastely that they may have 
a good report, not only before God but also 
before people, and may leave to those who fol-
low an example of sanctity. General Rule for 
Monasteries 17.1

He Burned with Illicit Passion. Jerome:
As if to show that near relationship is no safe-
guard, Amnon burned with illicit passion for his 
sister Tamar.2 Letter 22.12.3 
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[ 1 3 : 2 3 - 2 9  A B S A L O M  T A K E S  R E V E N G E ]

 1 3 : 3 0 - 3 9  A B S A L O M  F L E E S  T O  G E S H U R

34But Absalom fled. . . . 35And Jonadab said to the king, “Behold, the king’s sons have come; as
your servant said, so it has come about.” 36And as soon as he had finished speaking, behold, the
king’s sons came, and lifted up their voice and wept; and the king also and all his servants wept
very bitterly.

37But Absalom fled, and went to Talmai the son of Ammihud, king of Geshur. And David
mourned for his son day after day. 38So Absalom fled, and went to Geshur, and was there three
years. 39And the spirith of the king longed to go forth to Absalom; for he was comforted about
Amnon, seeing he was dead.

h Gk: Heb David

Overview: The first introduction of divine pun-
ishment for David’s adultery and murder, which 
begins a series of great tribulations, is demon-
strated in the slaying of Amnon (Salvian).

13:36-38 Absalom Flees

A Succession of Misfortunes. Salvian 
the Presbyter: This is the first introduction of 
divine punishment; the first but not the only one. 
A long series of great tribulations followed, and 
an almost unending succession of misfortunes 
scarcely left his house. Tamar was corrupted by 
the madness of Amnon, and Amnon was slain by 
Absalom. A grave crime was committed by one 

brother, but it was avenged more grievously by 
the other. In this way David, the father, was pun-
ished for the crimes of both. Two sons sinned, 
but three suffered for the crime of two; Tamar 
lost her virginity, and the loss of Absalom was 
mourned in Amnon. Indeed, you cannot tell for 
which of these two sons the loving father 
mourned more grievously: for him who was slain 
in this world by his brother’s hand [Amnon] or 
for him who perished in the next because of kill-
ing by his own hand [Absalom]. The Gover-
nance of God 2.5.1

1FC 3:63-64*.
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1 4 : 1 - 1 7  T H E  W I S E  W O M A N  O F  T E K O A

1And Joab sent to Tekoa, and fetched from there a wise woman. . . .
12Then the woman said, “Pray let your handmaid speak a word to my lord the king.” He said,

“Speak.” 13And the woman said, “Why then have you planned such a thing against the people of
God? For in giving this decision the king convicts himself, inasmuch as the king does not bring his
banished one home again. 14We must all die, we are like water spilt on the ground, which cannot be
gathered up again; but God will not take away the life of him who devisesi means not to keep his
banished one an outcast.”

i Cn: Heb and he devises

Overview: God’s main purpose is not that hu-
mans should perish but that they should live for-
ever (Cassian).

14:14 God’s Preservation of Human Life

God’s Unchanging Purpose. John Cassian:
For God’s purpose, according to which he did not 
make the human being to perish but to live for-
ever, abides unchanging. When his kindness sees 
shining in us the slightest glimmer of good will, 
which he himself has in fact sparked from the 

hard flint of our heart, he fosters it, stirs it up and 
strengthens it with his inspiration,  “desiring all 
to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the 
truth.”1 For, he says,  “it is not the will of your 
Father who is in heaven that one of these little 
ones should perish.”2 And again he says,  “God 
does not wish a soul to perish, but he withdraws 
and reflects, lest one who has been cast down per-
ish utterly.” Conference 13.7.3

[ 1 4 : 1 8 - 3 3  D A V I D  A N D  A B S A L O M  R E U N I T E ]

1 5 : 1 - 6  A B S A L O M  T U R N S  T H E  I S R A E L I T E S

A W A Y  F R O M  D A V I D

2And Absalom used to rise early and stand beside the way of the gate; and when any man had a
suit to come before the king for judgment, Absalom would call to him, and say, “From what city are

11 Tim 2:4.   2Mt 18:14.   3ACW 57:472.



2 Samuel 15:1-6

371

you?” And when he said, “Your servant is of such and such a tribe in Israel,” 3Absalom would say to
him, “See, your claims are good and right; but there is no man deputed by the king to hear you.”
4Absalom said moreover, “Oh that I were judge in the land! Then every man with a suit or cause
might come to me, and I would give him justice.” 5And whenever a man came near to do obeisance
to him, he would put out his hand, and take hold of him, and kiss him. 6Thus Absalom did to all of
Israel who came to the king for judgment; so Absalom stole the hearts of the men of Israel.

Overview: Absalom illustrates that nothing 
substantial or lasting is gained by attempting to 
ply others’ hearts through feigned mildness, 
demonstrating that a right standard between 
mildness and harshness should be observed 
(Ambrose). Prudence, which may be greatly hin-
dered by wickedness, is required for the proper 
conduct of affairs. This is illustrated by the out-
comes of the treacherous Absalom and guileless 
David (Chrysostom).

15:3-6 Absalom Steals the Hearts of the 
Israelites

A False Show of Mildness. Ambrose: 
Moreover, due measure befits even our words and 
instructions, that it may not seem as though there 
was either too great mildness or too much harsh-
ness. Many prefer to be too mild, so as to appear to 
be good. But it is certain that nothing feigned or 
false can bear the form of true virtue; no, it cannot 
even last. At first it flourishes; then, as time goes 
on, like a flower it fades and passes away, but what 
is true and sincere has a deep root. . . .

Absalom was king David’s son, known for his 
beauty, of splendid appearance and in the heyday 
of youth; so that no other man like him was 
found in Israel.1 He was without a blemish from 
the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. He 
had his own chariot and horses and fifty men to 
run before him. He rose at early dawn and stood 
before the gate in the way, and whoever he knew 
to be seeking the judgment of the king, he called 
to himself, saying . . .  “Is there no one given to 
you by the king to hear you? Who will make me a 
judge? And whosoever will come to me, that has 

need of judgment, I will give him justice.” With 
such words he cajoled them. And when they came 
to make obeisance to him, stretching forth his 
hand he took hold of them and kissed them. So 
he turned the hearts of all to himself. For flattery 
of this sort quickly finds its way to touch the very 
depths of the heart. Duties of the Clergy 
2.22.112-14.2 

A Hindrance to Prudence. Chrysostom:
For nothing is so necessary for the proper con-
duct of affairs as prudence; and there is no greater 
hindrance to prudence than wickedness and mal-
ice and hollowness. Look at people suffering from 
a liver ailment. How unsightly they are, with all 
their bloom withered away. How weak they are, 
and puny, and unfit for anything. So also are 
souls of this nature. What else is wickedness but 
a jaundice of the soul? Wickedness then has no 
strength in it. Indeed, it has none whatever. Will 
you mind that I again make what I am saying 
plain to you . . . by setting before you the por-
traits of a treacherous and a guileless man? 
Absalom was a treacherous man and  “stole all the 
people’s hearts.” And observe how great was his 
treachery.  “He went about,” it says,  “and said, 
‘Have you no justice?’ ” wishing to conciliate 
every one to himself. But David was guileless. 
What then? Look at the end of them both, look, 
how full of utter madness was the former! For 
inasmuch as he looked solely to the hurt of his 
father, in all other things he was blinded. Homi-
lies on Ephesians 15.3

1Cf. 2 Sam 14:25.   2NPNF 2 10:60-61*.   3NPNF 1 13:122-23*.
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[ 1 5 : 7 - 1 8  A B S A L O M  U S U R P S  T H E  T H R O N E ]

[ 1 5 : 1 9 - 2 9  S U P P O R T E R S  R A L L Y  A R O U N D  D A V I D ]

1 5 : 3 0 - 3 7  A  P L A N  T O  F O I L  A H I T H O P H E L ’ S  C O U N S E L

30But David went up the ascent of the Mount of Olives, weeping as he went, barefoot and with
his head covered; and all the people who were with him covered their heads, and they went up,
weeping as they went. 31And it was told David, “Ahithophel is among the conspirators with
Absalom.” And David said, “O Lord, I pray thee, turn the counsel of Ahithophel into foolishness.”

Overview: By choosing to escape Absalom by 
way of the Mount of Olives, David invokes in his 
mind the Deliverer who would ascend from there 
into heaven. His deliverance, having sinned and 
repented, encourages our repentance (Cyril of 
Jerusalem). The spectacle of David’s flight as a 
pitiable and scorned outcast is rightly enumer-
ated among the misfortunes that he suffered as 
part of God’s judgment for his sins  (Salvian). 
While Absalom chose to follow bad advice by his 
own will, he only did so because God answered 
David’s prayer to this effect (Augustine). Since 
God is able to overrule the counsels of princes 
and nations, as he did the advice of Ahithophel, 
Christians who are threatened by these should 
appeal to the Lord for help (Basil).

15:30 David Ascends the Mount of Olives

Mindful of the Deliverer. Cyril of Jeru-
salem: Again, after Absalom’s rebellion, when 
David was in flight, with many possible routes 
before him, he chose to make his escape by the 

Mount of Olives, as good as invoking in his own 
mind the Deliverer who should from there ascend 
into the heavens. And when Shimei cursed him 
bitterly he said,  “Let him be.”1 For he knew that 
forgiveness is for those who forgive. . . . As, then, 
brothers, you have many examples of people who 
have sinned and then repented and been saved, 
do you also make confession to the Lord with all 
your heart, so as to receive pardon of all your sins 
of the time past and be accounted worthy of the 
heavenly gift and inherit the heavenly kingdom 
with all the saints in Christ Jesus, to whom be 
glory, world without end. Amen. Catechetical 
Lectures 2.12, 20.2

A Public Spectacle. Salvian the Presby-
ter: According to the word of God, misfortunes 
were piled up from this time on. The father suf-
fered long from the treachery of his son. . . .

Is the spectacle of David’s flight to be added to 
this account? Of such a nature was the flight that 

1Cf. 2 Sam 16:11.   2LCC 4:88-89*.
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such a great king, of so great a reputation, greater 
and more honored than all other kings in the 
world, fled from his people with but a few ser-
vants. In comparison with his recent state, he was 
indeed poor; in comparison with his customary 
entourage, he was indeed alone. He fled in fear, 
disgrace and sorrow,  “walking,” says Scripture,  
“with head covered and barefoot.” He was a wit-
ness of his former estate, an exile from his former 
self, almost one who lives after his own death. He 
was cast down so low that he received the scorn 
of his own servants, which is grave, or their pity, 
which is graver still. Sheba fed him, and Shimei 
did not fear to curse him in public.3 He was so 
changed from his former self by God’s judgment 
that he, whom the entire world had once feared, 
was insulted to his face by a single enemy. The 
Governance of God 2.5.4

15:31 Turn the Counsel of Ahithophel into 
Foolishness

The Will and the Lord. Augustine: Was it 
not by Absalom’s own will that he chose to follow 
advice that proved detrimental to him, though he 
only did so because the Lord had heard his 
father’s prayer to this effect? On Grace and 
Free Will 20.41.5

The Counsels of Nations. Basil the 
Great: Thus, then, the Lord knew how to bring 
to nothing the counsels of nations. We learned in 
the time of Ahithophel how he cast away the 
counsels of the princes, when David prayed, say-
ing,  “Infatuate the counsel of Ahithophel.” 
Therefore, when you hear someone making great 
threats and announcing that he will bring upon 
you all sorts of ill treatment, losses, blows or 
death, look up to the Lord who brings to nothing 
the counsels of nations and rejects the devices of 
the people. Homilies on the Psalms 32.6.6

1 6 : 1 - 4  D A V I D  M E E T S  Z I B A ,

S E R V A N T  O F  M E P H I B O S H E T H

1When David had passed a little beyond the summit, Ziba the servant of Mephibosheth met
him, with a couple of asses saddled, bearing two hundred loaves of bread, a hundred bunches of rai-
sins, a hundred of summer fruits, and a skin of wine. 2And the king said to Ziba, “Why have you
brought these?” Ziba answered, “The asses are for the king’s household to ride on, the bread and
summer fruit for the young men to eat, and the wine for those who faint in the wilderness to
drink.” 3And the king said, “And where is your master’s son?” Ziba said to the king, “Behold, he
remains in Jerusalem; for he said, ‘Today the house of Israel will give me back the kingdom of my
father.’ ”

Overview: David was deceived by Ziba, which 
should serve as a warning to all who are in au-

thority to make sure they are not similarly de-
ceived (Theodoret).

32 Sam 16.   4FC 3:64-65*.   5FC 59:300.   6FC 46:240*.
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16:1-3

 

 Ziba Refreshes David and His 
Household

 

It is Easy to be Deceived. 

 

Theodoret of 
Cyr:

 

 It ought not to excite astonishment that 
Constantine was so far deceived as to send so 
many great men into exile: for he believed the 
assertions of bishops of high fame and reputa-
tion, who skillfully concealed their malice. Those 
who are acquainted with the Sacred Scriptures 
know that the holy David, although he was a 
prophet, was deceived; and that too not by a 
priest, but by one who was a menial, a slave and a 

rascal. I mean Ziba, who deluded the king by lies 
against Mephibosheth, and thus obtained his 
land. It is not to condemn the prophet that I 
speak in this way; but that I may defend the 
emperor, by showing the weakness of human 
nature, and to teach that credit should not be 
given only to those who advance accusations, 
even though they may appear worthy of credit; 
but that the other party ought also to be heard, 
and that one ear should be left open to the 
accused. 

 

Ecclesiastical History 1.31.

 

1

 

1 6 : 5 - 1 4  D A V I D  E N D U R E S  T H E  C U R S I N G  O F  S H I M E I

 

9

 

Then Abishai the son of Zeruiah said to the king, “Why should this dead dog curse my lord the
king? Let me go over and take off his head.” 

 

10

 

But the king said, “What have I to do with you, you
sons of Zeruiah? If he is cursing because the L

 

ord

 

 has said to him, ‘Curse David,’ who then shall
say, ‘Why have you done so?’ ” 

 

11

 

And David said to Abishai and to all his servants, “Behold, my
own son seeks my life; how much more now may this Benjaminite! Let him alone, and let him
curse; for the L

 

ord

 

 has bidden him. 

 

12

 

It may be that the L

 

ord

 

 will look upon my affliction,

 

p

 

 and
that the L

 

ord

 

 will repay me with good for this cursing of me today.” 

 

13

 

So David and his men went
on the road, while Shime-i went along on the hillside opposite him and cursed as he went, and
threw stones at him and flung dust. 

 

p 

 

Gk Vg: Heb

 

 iniquity

 

Overview

 

:

 

 By enduring Shimei’s insults while 
fully able to silence them, David recognized the 
need for humility and acceptance of God’s will as 
he exercised the utmost patience (

 

Augustine

 

). 
By refusing to be troubled by the cursing, David’s 
exemplary silence and humility defend his good 
character better than action could (

 

Ambrose

 

). 
That God inclined the debased will of Shimei to 
curse David, rather than commanding him to do 

it, proves that God uses the hearts of even the 
wicked to assist the good (

 

Augustine

 

). David il-
lustrated, in true evangelical spirit, the virtues of 
humility, justice and prudence as he thankfully 
endured abuse rather than taking offense at it 
(

 

Ambrose

 

). Although the holy may grow weary 
in maintaining justice, David’s kindly acceptance 
of God’s will provides encouragement (

 

Jerome

 

). 
When we nobly endure evil at the hands of oth-
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ers, as David did, it brings advantage as God 
reckons the ill treatment we suffer against our 
debt (

 

Chrysostom

 

).

 

16:9-13 

 

David Allows Shimei to Continue 
His Cursing

 

Patient Endurance.

 

 Augustine: 

 

By this 
patience we are supported even when we are in 
sound health, for, amid the stumbling blocks of 
this world, our true happiness is deferred. . . .

 

 

 

With this patience holy David endured the 
insults of one abusing him, and, though he could 
easily have wreaked vengeance on him, he not 
only did not do this but even calmed another 
who was grieved and disturbed on his account 
and used his royal power to forbid rather than to 
exercise vengeance. He was not then suffering 
from any bodily disease or wound. But he did 
recognize the time of humility and accepted the 
will of God for whose sake he drank in the bitter 
reproach with the utmost patience.

 

 On 
Patience 9.8.

 

1

 

Imitate Silence and Humility.

 

 Ambrose:

 

What need is there to be troubled when we hear 
abuse? Why do we not imitate him who says,  “I 
was dumb and humbled myself, and kept silence 
even from good words.”

 

2

 

 Or did David only say 
this, and not act up to it? No, he also acted up to 
it. For when Shimei the son of Gera reviled him, 
David was silent; and although he was sur-
rounded with armed men he did not return the 
abuse, nor seek revenge: no, even when the son of 
Zeruiah spoke to him, because he wished to take 
vengeance on him, David did not permit it. He 
went on as though dumb and humbled; he went 
on in silence; nor was he disturbed, although 
called a bloody man, though he was conscious of 
his own gentleness. He therefore was not dis-
turbed by insults, for he had full knowledge of his 
own good works.

He, then, who is quickly roused by wrong 
makes himself seem deserving of insult, even 
while he wishes to be shown not to deserve it. He 

who despises wrongs is better off than he who 
grieves over them. For he who despises them 
looks down on them, as though he doesn’t feel 
them; but he who grieves over them is tormented, 
just as though he actually felt them.

 

 Duties of 
the Clergy 1.6.21-22.

 

3

 

God Inclines the Heart.

 

 Augustine: 

 

And 
was it not likewise of his own will that the 
wicked son of Gera cursed King David? And yet 
what does David say, full of true and deep and 
pious wisdom? What did he say to him who 
wanted to strike the reviler?  “What,” he said,  
“have I to do with you, you sons of Zeruiah? Let 
him alone and let him curse, because the Lord has 
said to him, ‘Curse David.’ Who, then, shall say, 
‘Why have you done so?’ ” And then the inspired 
Scripture, as if it would confirm the king’s pro-
found utterance by repeating it once more, tells 
us,  “And David said to Abishai, and to all his ser-
vants, ‘Behold, my son, who came forth from my 
body, seeks my life: how much more may this 
Benjamite do it! Let him alone, and let him curse; 
for the Lord has bidden him. It may be that the 
Lord will look on my humiliation and will requite 
me for his cursing this day.’ ” Now what prudent 
reader will fail to understand in what way the 
Lord bade this profane man to curse David? It 
was not by a command that he bade him, in 
which case his obedience would be praiseworthy; 
but he inclined the man’s will, which had become 
debased by his own perverseness, to commit this 
sin, by his own just and secret judgment. There-
fore it is said,  “The Lord said to him.” Now if this 
person had obeyed a command of God, he would 
have deserved to be praised rather than punished, 
as we know he was afterwards punished for this 
sin. Nor is the reason an obscure one why the 
Lord told him after this manner to curse David.  
“It may be,” said the humbled king,  “that the Lord 
will look on my humiliation and will requite me 
good for his cursing this day.” See, then, what 
proof we have here that God uses the hearts of 

 

1

 

FC 16:243.   

 

2

 

Ps 39:2 (38:2 

 

LXX

 

).   

 

3

 

NPNF 2 10:4*.

 



 

2 Samuel 16:5-14

 

376

 

even wicked people for the praise and assistance 
of the good.

 

 On Grace and Free Will 41.20.

 

4

 

Blessing Those Who Curse.

 

 Ambrose: 

 

We 
can show, too, that holy David was like Paul in 
this same class of virtue. When . . .

 

 

 

Shimei cursed 
him and charged him with heavy offenses, at the 
first he was silent and humbled himself, and was 
silent even about his good deeds, that is, his 
knowledge of good works. Then he even asked to 
be cursed; for when he was cursed he hoped to 
gain divine pity.

But see how he stored up humility and justice 
and prudence so as to merit grace from the Lord! 
At first he said,  “Therefore he cursed me, because 
the Lord has said to him that he should curse.” 
Here we have humility; for he thought that those 
things which are divinely ordered were to be 
endured with an even mind, as though he were 
but some servant lad. Then he said,  “Behold, my 
son, who came forth of my body, seeks my life.” 
Here we have justice. For if we suffer hard things 
at the hand of our own family, why are we angry 
at what is done to us by strangers? Lastly he says,  
“Let him alone that he may curse, for the Lord 
has bidden him. It may be that the Lord will look 
on my humiliation and requite me good for this 
cursing.” So he bore not only the abuse but left 
the man unpunished when throwing stones and 
following him. No, even more. After his victory 
he freely granted him pardon when he asked for 
it.

I have written to show that holy David, in 
true evangelical spirit, was not only not offended 
but was even thankful to his abuser and was 
delighted rather than angered by his wrongs, for 
which he thought some return would be granted 
to him. But, though perfect, he sought something 

still more perfect. As a man he grew hot at the 
pain of his wrongs, but like a good soldier he con-
quered, he endured like a brave wrestler.

 

 Duties 
of the Clergy 1.48.245-47.

 

5

 

Kindly Accept God’s Will.

 

 Jerome: 

 

Have 
recourse, O Lord, always to your mercy, and sus-
tain the weakness of my flesh by your divine 
assistance.  “What have I to do,” he says,  “with 
you also, you sons of Zeruiah? Let Shimei curse. 
The Lord has bidden him to curse David. And 
who shall say to him, ‘Why have you done so?’ ” 
For the will of God is not to be discussed but 
kindly accepted. . . .

 

 

 

Therefore, the command-
ments of God are possible, which we know David 
had kept; and, yet, we find holy people growing 
weary in maintaining justice forever.

 

 Defense 
Against the Pelagians 2.20.

 

6

 

Reckoned Towards Our Debt.

 

 Chrysos-
tom: 

 

For if we suffer evil by human hands, we cut 
off no small part of our debt by nobly bearing 
what is done to us. Therefore we receive no 
injury; for God reckons the ill treatment towards 
our debt, not according to the principle of justice 
but of his lovingkindness; and for this cause he 
didn’t relieve the one who suffered evil. . . .

 

 

 

And 
when he bore with Shimei cursing him, David 
said,  “Let him alone, that the Lord may see my 
abasement and requite me [with] good for this 
day.” For when he doesn’t aid us when we suffer 
wrong, then we are advantaged most of all; for he 
sets it to the account of our sins, if we bear it 
thankfully.

 

 Homilies on 2 Corinthians 23.7.

 

7
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1 6 : 1 5 - 2 3  A B S A L O M  S E E K S

A H I T H O P H E L ’ S  C O U N S E L

20Then Absalom said to Ahithophel, “Give your counsel; what shall we do?” 21Ahithophel said
to Absalom, “Go in to your father’s concubines, whom he has left to keep the house; and all Israel
will hear that you have made yourself odious to your father, and the hands of all who are with you
will be strengthened.” 22So they pitched a tent for Absalom upon the roof; and Absalom went in to
his father’s concubines in the sight of all Israel. 23Now in those days the counsel which Ahithophel
gave was as if one consulted the oracler of God; so was all the counsel of Ahithophel esteemed, both
by David and by Absalom.

r Heb word

Overview: David’s shame, as an exiled king flee-
ing a murderous son, climaxes as Absalom’s pub-
lic incest brings defilement upon the king and his 
kingdom (Salvian).

16:21-22 Absalom Lays with David’s 
Concubines

A Public Disgrace. Salvian the Presbyter:
He was expelled from his kingdom and fled as an 
exile to escape murder. You do not know of a son 
more wicked and bloodthirsty. Because he could 

not kill his father in his attempt to murder him, 
he defiled him with incest. By heaping crime on 
crime, he achieved an incest beyond all incest. He 
committed in public a thing most shameful to his 
father, a crime which is abominable in secret. Not 
only his absent father was made to look hideous 
by his son’s deadly crime, but the eyes of all were 
polluted by his public incest. The Governance 
of God 2.5.1

1 7 : 1 - 4  A H I T H O P H E L  A D V I S E S

A B S A L O M  T O  A T T A C K

1Moreover Ahithophel said to Absalom, “Let me choose twelve thousand men, and I will set out
and pursue David tonight. 2I will come upon him while he is weary and discouraged, and throw
him into a panic; and all the people who are with him will flee. I will strike down the king only,
3and I will bring all the people back to you as a bride comes home to her husband. You seek the life
of only one man,s and all the people will be at peace.” 4And the advice pleased Absalom and all the
elders of Israel.

s Gk: Heb like the return of the whole (is) the man whom you seek

1FC 3:64*.
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Overview: Flattery, like that of Ahithophel 
which pleased Absalom, is opposed to humility 
(Chrysostom).

17:1-4 Ahithophel Advises an Immediate 
Attack

Flattery Is Opposed to Humility. Chry-
sostom: There is nothing so foreign to a Chris-
tian soul as haughtiness. Haughtiness, I say, not 
boldness nor courage, for these are agreeable. But 
these are one thing, and that is another; so too 
humility is one thing, and ignobility, flattery and 
adulation another. I will now, if you wish, give 
you examples of all these qualities. For these 
things which are contraries, seem in some way to 
be placed close together, as the tares are to the 

wheat and the thorns to the rose. But while babes 
might easily be deceived, those who are mature in 
truth and are skilled in spiritual husbandry know 
how to separate what is really good from the bad. 
Let me then lay before you examples of these 
qualities from the Scriptures. What is flattery 
and ignobility and adulation? Ziba flattered 
David out of season and falsely slandered his 
master.1 Much more did Ahitophel flatter 
Absalom. But David was not like this but was 
humble. For the deceitful are flatterers, as when 
they say,  “O king, live forever.”2 Again, what flat-
terers the magicians are. Homilies on Philip-
pians 5.3 

 1 7 : 5 - 1 4  H U S H A I  F R U S T R A T E S

A H I T H O P H E L ’ S  A D V I C E

6And when Hushai came to Absalom, Absalom said to him, “Thus has Ahithophel spoken; shall
we do as he advises? If not, you speak.” 7Then Hushai said to Absalom, “This time the counsel
which Ahithophel has given is not good.” . . . 14And Absalom and all the men of Israel said, “The
counsel of Hushai the Archite is better than the counsel of Ahithophel.” For the Lord had
ordained to defeat the good counsel of Ahithophel, so that the Lord might bring evil upon
Absalom.

Overview: God frustrated Ahithophel’s coun-
sel, which could have granted Absalom success, 
by influencing Absalom’s heart to reject it (Au-
gustine). Accomplished by the Lord’s will, 
Hushai’s deception of Absalom, which ensured 
the good purpose of David’s safety and victory, is 
not blameworthy but approved by divine Scrip-
ture (Cassian).

17:14 The Lord Defeated the Counsel of 
Ahithophel

A Disinclination to Good Counsel. 
Augustine: Accordingly, as the Scripture says,  
“And by the command of the Lord the good coun-
sel of Ahithophel was defeated, that the Lord 
might bring evil upon Absalom.” The counsel of 

12 Sam 14:1-3.   2Dan 2:4.   3NPNF 1 13:205**.
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Ahithophel was called  “good” because it served 
his purpose for the time, since it favored Absalom 
over his father whom he had risen up against in 
rebellion. And it might well have destroyed him if 
the Lord had not frustrated Ahithophel’s counsel 
by influencing the heart of Absalom to reject this 
counsel and to choose another which was not to 
his advantage. On Grace and Free Will 20.41.1

Good by Way of Deception. John Cassian:
For what shall we say about Hushai’s pious 
deception of Absalom for the sake of King 
David’s safety which, although formulated with 
good will by the deceiver and cheater and 

opposed to the well-being of the questioner, is 
approved by the text of divine Scripture that says,  
“By the will of the Lord the useful advice of Ahi-
thophel was undone, so that the Lord might 
bring evil upon Absalom”? For what was accom-
plished with a right intention and pious judg-
ment for a good purpose and conceived for the 
safety and religious victory of a man whose piety 
was pleasing to God, all by way of deception, 
could not be blamed. Conference 17.19.5.2

1 7 : 1 5 - 2 0  H U S H A I  S E N D S  W O R D  T O  D A V I D

15Then Hushai said to Zadok and Abiathar the priests, “Thus and so did Ahithophel counsel
Absalom and the elders of Israel; and thus and so have I counseled. 16Now therefore send quickly
and tell David, ‘Do not lodge tonight at the fords of the wilderness, but by all means pass over; lest
the king and all the people who are with him be swallowed up.’ ” 17Now Jonathan and Ahima-az
were waiting at En-rogel; a maidservant used to go and tell them, and they would go and tell King
David; for they must not be seen entering the city. 18But a lad saw them, and told Absalom; so both
of them went away quickly, and came to the house of a man at Bahurim, who had a well in his
courtyard; and they went down into it. 19And the woman took and spread a covering over the
well’s mouth, and scattered grain upon it; and nothing was known of it. 20When Absalom’s ser-
vants came to the woman at the house, they said, “Where are Ahima-az and Jonathan?” And the
woman said to them, “They have gone over the brooku of water.” And when they had sought and
could not find them, they returned to Jerusalem.

u The meaning of the Hebrew word is uncertain

Overview: Comparing the history of Hushai’s 
role in aiding David with the seventh psalm, the 
name  “son of Jemini” is understood as an ascrip-
tion given to Hushai in honor of his valiant ser-
vice to David (Basil). With the woman’s 
deception of Absalom’s servants as a case in 

point, the apostle’s charge to prefer the good of 
others over one’s own well-being will undoubt-
edly necessitate lying on occasion (Cassian).

17:15-16 Hushai Gives the Priests a 
Message for David

1FC 59:300*.   2ACW 57:598*.
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Son of the Right Hand. Basil the Great:
For in the history, Hushai is mentioned as the 
chief companion of David and the son of Arachi, 
but in the psalm,1 Hushai is the son of Jemini. Nei-
ther he nor any other of those appearing in the his-
tory was the son of Jemini. Perhaps he was called 
the son of Jemini for this reason, because he dis-
played great valor and strength through a mere 
pretense of friendship, going over, as he pretended, 
to Absalom, but in reality thwarting the plans of 
Ahithophel, a very skilled man, well trained in mil-
itary affairs, who was giving his counsel.  “The son 
of Jemini” is interpreted  “the son of the right 
hand.” By his proposals he prevented the accep-
tance of the plan of Ahithophel—that no time 
should intervene in the affairs but that an attack 
should be made immediately on the father while he 
was unprepared—  “in order that,” as Scripture 
says,  “the Lord might bring all evils upon Ab-
salom.” At all events, he seemed to them to intro-
duce more plausible reasons for postponement and 
delay, while his real purpose was to give time to 
David to gather his forces. Because of Hushai’s 
counsel he was acceptable to Absalom, who said,  
“The counsel of Hushai the Archite is better than 
the counsel of Ahithophel.”

However, Hushai informed David through the 
priests Zadok and Abiathar of the decision and 
bade him not to camp in Araboth in the desert 
but urged him to cross it. Since, then, he was on 
the right hand of David through his good advice, 
he obtained the name from his brave deed. Surely 
it is because of this that he is called  “son of Jem-
ini,” that is,  “son of the right hand.” It is a custom 
of Scripture not only to give those who are more 
wicked a name from their sin rather than from 
their fathers but also to call the better sons from 
the virtue characterizing them. Homilies on 
the Psalms 7.1.2

17:19-20 A Woman Deceives Absalom’s 
Servants

Loving May Necessitate Lying. John Cas-
sian: And what shall we say about the deed of 
the woman who received those who had been 
sent to King David by the aforementioned 
Hushai and who hid them in a well, spreading a 
cover over the mouth of it and making believe 
that she was drying barley?  “ They went on,” she 
said,  “after having drunk a little water,” and by 
this trick she saved them from the hands of their 
pursuers. Tell me, then, I ask you, what you 
would have done if a similar situation had arisen 
for you who now live under the gospel. Would 
you have chosen to conceal them by a similar lie, 
saying in the same way,  “ They went on after 
having drunk a little water,” thus fulfilling what 
is commanded,  “Do not spare [your help] to 
save those who are being led to death and to 
redeem those who are being slain”3 Or by speak-
ing the truth would you have given over those 
who were hidden to those who were going to kill 
them? What, then, of the apostle’s words?  “Let 
no one seek what is [to] his own [benefit] but 
rather [to] what is another’s.”4 And,  “Love does 
not seek what is its own but rather what belongs 
to others.”5 And what he says about himself,  “I 
do not seek what is beneficial to me but what is 
beneficial to the many, so that they may be 
saved.”6 For if  we seek what is ours and wish to 
hold on obstinately to what is beneficial to us, 
we shall have to speak the truth even in difficul-
ties of this sort, and we shall become guilty of 
another’s death. But if  we fulfill the apostolic 
command by placing what is helpful to others 
ahead of our own well-being, without a doubt 
the necessity of lying will be imposed upon us. 
Conference 17.19.6-7.7

1The inscription of Ps 7 is translated in English as  “Cush” rather than 
“Hushai” (LXX  “Chusi”).    2FC 46:165-66*.   3Prov 24:11 .   41 Cor 
10:24.   5See 1 Cor 13:5; Phil 2:4.   61 Cor 10:33.   7ACW 57:598-99*.
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[ 1 7 : 2 1 - 2 9  D A V I D  C R O S S E S  T H E  J O R D A N ]

1 8 : 1 - 8  D A V I D ’ S  A R M Y  G O E S  O U T  A G A I N S T  I S R A E L

1Then David mustered the men who were with him, and set over them commanders of thou-
sands and commanders of hundreds. . . .

6So the army went out into the field against Israel; and the battle was fought in the forest of
Ephraim. 7And the men of Israel were defeated there by the servants of David, and the slaughter
there was great on that day, twenty thousand men. 8The battle spread over the face of all the coun-
try; and the forest devoured more people that day than the sword.

Overview: While sedition against royal power 
deserves punishment, opposing priestly authority 
warrants it more so (Apostolic Constitutions).

18:6-8 David’s Army Attacks Absalom’s

On Opposing the Priesthood. Apostolic 
Constitutions: Let us therefore, beloved, con-
sider what sort of glory that of the seditious is, 
and what their condemnation [is]. For if he that 
rises up against kings is worthy of punishment, 
even though he is a son or a friend, how much 
more the one who rises up against the priests! For 
by how much the priesthood is more noble than 
the royal power, since its concern is for the soul, 
so much has the one a greater punishment who 
ventures to oppose the priesthood than the one 
who ventures to oppose the royal power, although 
neither of them goes unpunished. For neither did 

Absalom nor Abdadan1 escape without punish-
ment; nor Korah and Dathan.2 The former rose 
against David, and strove concerning the king-
dom; the latter against Moses, concerning preem-
inence. And they both spoke evil; Absalom of his 
father David, as of an unjust judge, saying to 
every one,  “Your words are good, but there is no 
one that will hear you, and do justice. Who will 
make me a ruler?”3 But Abdadan [said],  “I have 
no part in David, nor any inheritance in the son 
of Jesse.”4 It is plain that he could not endure to 
be under David’s government, of whom God 
spoke,  “I have found David the son of Jesse, a 
man after my heart, who will do all my com-
mands.”5 Constitutions of the Holy Apos-
tles 6.1.2.6

1Variant of  “Sheba.”   2Num 16.   32 Sam 15:3.   42 Sam 20:1.   5Acts 
13:22.   6ANF 7:450**.
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1 8 : 9 - 1 5  T H E  D E A T H  O F  A B S A L O M

 

9

 

And Absalom chanced to meet the servants of David. Absalom was riding upon his mule, and
the mule went under the thick branches of a great oak, and his head caught fast in the oak, and he
was left hanging

 

y

 

 between heaven and earth, while the mule that was under him went on. 

 

10

 

And a
certain man saw it, and told Joab, “Behold, I saw Absalom hanging in an oak.” . . . 

 

15

 

And ten
young men, Joab’s armor-bearers, surrounded Absalom and struck him, and killed him.

 

y 

 

Gk Syr Tg: Heb

 

 was put

 

Overview

 

:

 

 The manner of Absalom’s death, sus-
pended in the air as his neck was entangled in 
branches, prefigures the death of Judas, the 
Lord’s betrayer (

 

Cassiodorus

 

). The fate of those 
who usurped the authority of their superiors cau-
tions against contradicting one’s bishop, as all au-
thority ultimately resides with God (

 

Ignatius

 

).

 

18:9 

 

Absalom’s Head Gets Caught in an Oak

 

Judas Prefigured.

 

 Cassiodorus: 

 

When 
Absalom was cruelly attacking his father David, 
the speed of his mule caused him to collide with a 
thick oak tree, and the branches wound round his 
neck so that he was suspended high in the air. 
This was a prefiguration of the Lord’s betrayer. 
Just as Judas ended his life in the knot of a noose, 
so also David’s persecutor breathed his last 
through the pressure on his throat.

 

 Exposition 
of the Psalms 3.1.

 

1

 

18:14 

 

Joab Kills Absalom

 

Reverence Your Superiors.

 

 Pseudo-Igna-
tius: 

 

It is becoming, therefore, that you also 

should be obedient to your bishop and contradict 
him in nothing, for it is a fearful thing to contra-
dict any such person. For no one does [by such 
conduct] deceive him that is visible but does [in 
reality] seek to mock him that is invisible, who, 
however, cannot be mocked by anyone. And every 
such act has respect not to people but to God. 
For God says to Samuel,  “They have not mocked 
you, but me.”

 

2

 

 And Moses declares,  “For their 
murmuring is not against us but against the Lord 
God.”

 

3

 

 . . . Absalom, again, who had slain his 
brother, became suspended on a tree, and had his 
evil-designing heart thrust through with darts. In 
like manner was Abeddadan

 

4

 

 beheaded for the 
same reason. Uzziah, when he presumed to 
oppose the priests and the priesthood, was smit-
ten with leprosy.

 

5

 

 Saul also was dishonored, 
because he did not wait for Samuel the high 
priest.

 

6

 

 It is necessary for you, therefore, also to 
reverence your superiors.

 

 Letter to the Mag-
nesians 3.

 

7

 

1

 

ACW 51:68*.   

 

2

 

See 1 Sam 8:7.   

 

3

 

Ex 16:8.   

 

4

 

That is, Sheba.   

 

5

 

2 Chron 
26:19ff.   

 

6

 

1 Sam 13:8-14.   

 

7

 

ANF 1:60*.
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1 8 : 1 6 - 3 0  R U N N E R S  B R I N G  W O R D  T O  D A V I D

17And they took Absalom, and threw him into a great pit in the forest, and raised over him a
very great heap of stones; and all Israel fled every one to his own home. 

Overview: The ascents and descents described 
in the physical actions of the saints and the 
wicked typify their movement in relation to God 
(Ambrose). David, as he mourned Absalom’s 
death, found consolation in the restoration of 
peace in his kingdom (Augustine).

18:17 Absalom’s Burial

The God of the Mountains. Ambrose:
What should I say of Peter, who went up to the 
roof at the sixth hour and learned there the mys-
tery of the baptism of the Gentiles?1 On the other 
hand, the murderer Absalom set up a pillar to 
himself in the valley of the king and was thrown 
into a ditch when he was slain. Thus the saints go 
up to the Lord, the wicked go down to sin; the 
saints are on the mountains, the guilty in the val-
leys,  “For he is the God of the mountains and not 
the God of the valleys.”2 Letter 80.3

David’s Paternal Affection for 

Absalom. Augustine: But they, as we have 
sometimes said before in other places, do not 
charge themselves with what they do to us; while, 
on the other hand, they charge us with what they 
do to themselves. For which of our party is there 
who would desire, I do not say that one of them 
should perish but should even lose any of his pos-
sessions? But if the house of David could not earn 
peace on any other terms except that Absalom his 
son should have been slain in the war which he 
was waging against his father, although he had 
most carefully given strict injunctions to his fol-
lowers that they should use their utmost endeav-
ors to preserve him alive and safe, that his 
paternal affection might be able to pardon him on 
his repentance, what remained for him except to 
weep for the son that he had lost and to console 
himself in his sorrow by reflecting on the acquisi-
tion of peace for his kingdom? The Correction 
of the Donatists 8.32.4

1 8 : 3 1 - 3 3  D A V I D  M O U R N S  F O R  A B S A L O M

31And behold, the Cushite came; and the Cushite said, “Good tidings for my lord the king! For
the Lord has delivered you this day from the power of all who rose up against you.” 32The king
said to the Cushite, “Is it well with the young man Absalom?” And the Cushite answered, “May the
enemies of my lord the king, and all who rise up against you for evil, be like that young man.”
33cAnd the king was deeply moved, and went up to the chamber over the gate, and wept; and as he

1Acts 10:9.   21 Kings 20:28.   3FC 26:448-49.   4NPNF 1 4:645.
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went, he said, “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, O
Absalom, my son, my son!”

c Ch 19.1 in Heb

Overview: With the record of the Cushite’s 
words, the divine witness of Scripture proves that 
God judges not only by deeds and by examples 
but also by the very name and terms of judgment 
(Salvian). Having mourned the loss of his 
wicked sons but not his dead infant, the differ-
ence in David’s actions is explained by his hope in 
the latter’s resurrection (Ambrose). Knowing 
that the opportunity for repentance had been 
eliminated, David mourned not for Absalom’s 
death but for the punishment his adulterous and 
murderous son would endure (Augustine). The 
concern and sympathy of a good pastor are dem-
onstrated by David’s tremendous grief and desire 
to have endured death in Absalom’s place (Chry-
sostom). As David mourned the loss of his 
wicked son and yet was consoled by the restora-
tion of peace and unity his death brought, so the 
church responds to heretics who go out from its 
midst (Augustine).

18:31 The Cushite Brings News from the 
Battle

The Name and Terms of Judgment. 
Salvian the Presbyter: When his rebellious 
son chased him from his kingdom, the Lord soon 
delivered David. Not only did the Lord deliver 
him, but [he] delivered him more fully than the 
one delivered wished. This was that God might 
show that the injustice is more grievous to him-
self than to those who suffer it. He who avenges 
beyond the wish of him who is being avenged, 
what else does he want understood than that he 
himself is being avenged in him for whom he is 
doing the avenging? Thus, when, for his 
attempted patricide, David’s son being hanged on 
a cross not made by human hands, the Scripture 
says that the punishment, divinely brought on 
him, was thus announced:  “I bring good tidings, 

my lord, the king: for the Lord has judged on 
your behalf this day from the hand of all that 
have risen up against you.”

You see how the Scriptures prove by divine 
witnesses that God judges not only by deeds and 
by examples, as I have already said, but does so 
today by the very name and terms of judgment.
The Governance of God 2.3-4.1

18:33 David Mourns for Absalom

Grief for Those Forever Lost. Ambrose:
That same David, I say, who had not wept for the 
innocent infant wept for the parricide when dead; 
the difference of his actions may not perhaps dis-
turb those who cling to the words of Scripture. 
For at the last, when he was wailing and mourn-
ing, he said,  “O my son Absalom, my son 
Absalom! Who will grant me to die for you!” But 
not only is Absalom the parricide wept over, 
Amnon is wept over. Not only is the incestuous 
wept over but is even avenged; the one by the 
scorn of the kingdom, the other by the exile of his 
brothers. The wicked is wept over, not the inno-
cent. What is the cause? What is the reason? 
There is no little deliberation with the prudent 
and confirmation of results with the wise; for 
there is great consistency of prudence in so great 
a difference of actions, but the belief is one. He 
wept for those who were dead but did not think 
that he ought to weep for the dead infant,2 for he 
thought that they were lost to him but hoped that 
the latter would rise again. On Belief in the 
Resurrection 2.28.3

Grief over Punishment, Not Death. 
Augustine: When King David had endured this 
affliction from his wicked and treacherous son, 

1FC 3:60-61*.   22 Sam 12:22-23.   3NPNF 2 10:178. 
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he had not only tolerated his uncontrolled pas-
sion but even lamented his death. He was not 
held ensnared by a carnal jealousy, since it was 
not the outrages inflicted on him, but rather the 
sins of his son that troubled him. For he had for-
bidden that his son be killed if he were conquered 
in order that opportunity for repentance might be 
reserved for him after he was vanquished. Since 
this was impossible, he did not grieve because of 
his bereavement in the death of his son but 
because he realized into what punishments such a 
wickedly adulterous and murderous soul was pre-
cipitated. Christian Instruction 3.21.30.4

The Concern of a Good Pastor. Chrysos-
tom: So great is the concern and sympathy of a 
good pastor. For David was deeply moved at their 
falling, as when one’s own children are killed. 
And on this ground he begged that the wrath 
might come upon himself. And in the beginning 
of the slaughter he would have done this, unless 
he had seen it advancing and expected that it 
would come to himself. When therefore he saw 
that this did not happen, but that the calamity 
was raging among them, he no longer forbore but 
was touched more than for Amnon his firstborn. 
For then he did not ask for death, but now he 
begs to fall in preference to the others. Such 
ought a ruler to be and to grieve rather at the 
calamities of others than his own. Some such 
thing he suffered in his son’s case likewise, that 
you might see that he did not love his son more 
than his subjects. The youth was promiscuous 
and mistreated his father, yet still the father said,  
“Would that I might have died for you!” What do 
you say, you blessed one, you who are meekest of 
all men? Your son was set upon killing you and 
surrounded you with unnumbered ills. And when 
he had been removed, and the trophy was raised, 
do you then pray to be slain? Yes, he says, for it is 

not for me that the army has been victorious, but 
I am warred against more violently than before, 
and my insides are now more torn than before.
Homilies on Romans 29.5

The Church Mourns the Loss of Here-
tics. Augustine: Now what are we to do, see-
ing how many, with the help of the Lord, find the 
way of peace through your6 instrumentality? 
Surely we neither can nor ought to hold them 
back from this impulse toward unity, through fear 
that some, utterly hard and cruel to themselves, 
may destroy themselves by their own will, not 
ours. Indeed, we should pray that all who carry 
the standard of Christ against Christ and boast of 
the gospel against the gospel may forsake their 
wrong way and rejoice with us in the unity of 
Christ. But since God, by an inscrutable yet just 
disposition of his will, has predestined some of 
them to the ultimate penalty, undoubtedly it is 
better for some of them to perish in their own 
fires, while an incomparably greater number are 
rescued and won over from that deadly schism 
and separation, than that all should equally burn 
in the eternal fires of hell as a punishment for 
their accursed dissension. The church mourns 
their loss as holy David mourned the loss of his 
rebellious son about whose safety he had given 
orders with anxious love. He grieved over his 
son’s death, with tearful utterance, although it 
was the penalty of a wicked impiety; but as his 
proud and wicked spirit departed to its own 
place, the people of God that had been divided by 
his tyranny recognized their king, and the com-
pleteness of their reunion consoled the grief of 
the father for the loss of his son. Letter 204.7

4FC 2:141.   5NPNF 1 11:546*.   6This letter is addressed to Dulcitius, 
a Roman official in Africa who executed imperial decrees against the 
Donatists.   7FC 32:4.
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1 9 : 1 - 1 5  D A V I D  P R E P A R E S

T O  R E T U R N  T O  J E R U S A L E M

1It was told Joab, “Behold, the king is weeping and mourning for Absalom.” 2So the victory that
day was turned into mourning for all the people; for the people heard that day, “The king is griev-
ing for his son.” 3And the people stole into the city that day as people steal in who are ashamed
when they flee in battle. 4The king covered his face, and the king cried with a loud voice, “O my
son Absalom, O Absalom, my son, my son!”

Overview: David mourned Absalom’s eternal 
punishment rather than his bodily death (Augus-
tine).

19:1-4 Victory Was Turned to Mourning

David Mourned over His Impious Son. 
Augustine: But when king David had suffered 
this injury at the hands of his impious and 
unnatural son, he not only bore with him in his 
mad passion but mourned over him in his death. 
He certainly was not caught in the meshes of 
carnal jealousy, seeing that it was not his own 

injuries but the sins of his son that moved him. 
For it was on this account he had given orders 
that his son should not be slain if he were con-
quered in battle, that he might have a place of 
repentance after he was subdued. When he was 
baffled in this design, he mourned over his son’s 
death, not because of his own loss but because he 
knew to what punishment so impious an adul-
terer and parricide had been hurried.1 Chris-
tian Instruction 3.21.2

1 9 : 1 6 - 3 0  T H E  O B E I S A N C E  O F  S H I M E I

A N D  M E P H I B O S H E T H

24And Mephibosheth the son of Saul came down to meet the king. . . . 26He answered, “My lord,
O king, my servant deceived me; for your servant said to him, ‘Saddle an ass for me,g that I may
ride upon it and go with the king.’ For your servant is lame. 27He has slandered your servant to my
lord the king. But my lord the king is like the angel of God; do therefore what seems good to you.”

g Gk Syr Vg: Heb said, I will saddle an ass for myself

Overview: Since even prophets may be de-
ceived, it should come as no surprise that those 

who do not possess the gift of prophecy may err 
as well (Gregory the Great).

1See also 2 Sam 16:22; 18:5.   2NPNF 1 2:565.
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19:27 Mephibosheth Accuses His Servant of 
Slander

Humans Make Mistakes. Gregory the 
Great: Why are you surprised, Peter,1 that we 
who are but human make mistakes? Have you 
forgotten that it was David’s reliance on the 
untruthful words of a servant that caused him to 
pronounce sentence against the innocent son of 
Jonathan?2 And David had the spirit of prophecy. 
But, since David did this, we can be sure that in 
God’s secret judgment he acted justly, even 
though we cannot see the justice of it with our 
human reason. Why should we be surprised, 

then, if we who are not prophets are sometimes 
led astray by deceitful people? An important 
point to consider is that the mind of a superior is 
distracted by a world of cares, and once the atten-
tion is preoccupied with a variety of matters it 
becomes less observant of details. One who is 
occupied with a multitude of affairs is all the 
more liable to be misled in regard to any one of 
them. Dialogue 1.4.3

[ 1 9 : 3 1 - 4 3  D A V I D  C R O S S E S  B A C K

O V E R  T H E  J O R D A N ]

2 0 : 1 - 1 0  S H E B A  L E A D S  A  R E V O L T

8When they were at the great stone which is in Gibeon, Amasa came to meet them. Now Joab
was wearing a soldier’s garment, and over it was a girdle with a sword in its sheath fastened upon
his loins, and as he went forward it fell out. 9And Joab said to Amasa, “Is it well with you, my
brother?” And Joab took Amasa by the beard with his right hand to kiss him. 10But Amasa did not
observe the sword which was in Joab’s hand; so Joab struck him with it in the body, and shed his
bowels to the ground, without striking a second blow; and he died.

Overview: The innumerable evils Joab suffered 
as a consequence of avenging himself demon-
strates that vengeance is a sin to be avoided, 
even if it seems justified (Chrysostom). The 
wicked plot mischief in their hearts while de-
ceiving with the words of their mouths (Greg-
ory the Great).

20:9-10 Joab Stealthily Kills Amasa

On Avenging Oneself. Chrysostom: Would 
you like that, in another way also, I should make 
what I say plainer? Let us look into their case, [to 
those] who avenge themselves even justly. For 
concerning the wrongdoers, that they are the 

1Using a common literary device, Gregory presents his teaching as a 
dialogue between himself and his deacon, Peter.   2See also 2 Sam 16:3.   
3FC 39:23-24.
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most worthless of all people, warring against 
their own soul, is surely plain to every one.

But who avenged himself justly yet kindled 
innumerable ills and pierced himself through 
with many calamities and sorrows? The captain 
of David’s host. For Joab both stirred up a griev-
ous war and suffered unnumbered evils; not one 
of them would have happened had he but known 
how to exercise self-control. Let us flee therefore 
from this sin and neither in words nor deeds do 
our neighbors wrong. Homilies on the Gospel 
of Matthew 42.2.1

Malicious Deception. Gregory the Great:
Thus also the wicked, because they have evil not 

upon the tongue but under the tongue, in the 
words of their mouth they hold out sweet things, 
and in the thoughts of their heart are plotting 
mischief.2 For it is hence that Joab held the beard 
of Amasa with his right hand, while secretly put-
ting his left hand to his sword, he spilled out his 
bowels. For to hold the chin with the right hand 
is to caress as if in kindness. But he puts his left 
hand to his sword, who in secret strikes in malice.
Morals on the Book of Job 15.11.3

[ 2 0 : 1 1 - 2 6  T H E  D E A T H  O F  S H E B A ]

2 1 : 1 - 1 4  J U S T I C E  I S  S O U G H T

F O R  T H E  G I B E O N I T E S

1Now there was a famine in the days of David for three years, year after year; and David sought
the face of the Lord. And the Lord said, “There is bloodguilt on Saul and on his house, because he
put the Gibeonites to death.” 2So the king called the Gibeonites.m Now the Gibeonites were not of the
people of Israel, but of the remnant of the Amorites; although the people of Israel had sworn to spare
them, Saul had sought to slay them in his zeal for the people of Israel and Judah. . . 5They said to the
king,  “The man who consumed us and planned to destroy us, so that we should have no place in all
the territory of Israel, 6let seven of his sons be given to us, so that we may hang them up before the
Lord at Gibeon on the mountain of the Lord.”n And the king said, “I will give them.” . . .

8The king took the two sons of Rizpah the daughter of Aiah, whom she bore to Saul, Armoni
and Mephibosheth; and the five sons of Merabo the daughter of Saul, whom she bore to Adri-el the
son of Barzillai the Meholathite; 9and he gave them into the hands of the Gibeonites, and they
hanged them on the mountain before the Lord, and the seven of them perished together. They

1NPNF 1 10:271*.   2See Job 20:12-13, upon which Gregory is com-
menting:  “Though wickedness is sweet in his mouth, though he hides 
it under his tongue, though he is loath to let it go, and holds it in his 
mouth.”   3LF 21:179.
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were put to death in the first days of harvest, at the beginning of barley harvest.

m Heb the Gibeonites and said to them n Cn Compare Gk and 21.9: Heb at Gibeah of Saul, the chosen of the LORD o Two Hebrew Mss Gk: Heb Michal

Overview: The treatment of the Gibeonites 
demonstrates that there are different grades 
within God’s kingdom ( Jerome).

21:2-9 The Gibeonites Avenge Themselves 
on Saul’s Family

Different Grades in God’s Kingdom. Je-
rome: The Gibeonites met the children of Israel, 
and although other nations were slaughtered, 
they were kept for hewers of wood and drawers of 
water. And of such value were they in God’s eyes 

that the family of Saul was destroyed for the 
wrong done to them. Where would you put 
them? Among the goats? But they were not slain, 
and they were avenged by the determination of 
God. Among the sheep? But holy Scripture says 
they were not of the same merit as the Israelites. 
You see then that they do indeed stand on the 
right hand but are of a far inferior grade.
Against Jovinianus 2.33.1

2 1 : 1 5 - 2 2  B A T T L E S  W I T H

T H E  P H I L I S T I N E S  C O N T I N U E

15The Philistines had war again with Israel, and David went down together with his servants,
and they fought against the Philistines; and David grew weary. 16And Ishbi-benob, one of the
descendants of the giants, whose spear weighed three hundred shekels of bronze, and who was
girded with a new sword, thought to kill David. 17But Abishai the son of Zeruiah came to his aid,
and attacked the Philistine and killed him. Then David’s men adjured him, “You shall no more go
out with us to battle, lest you quench the lamp of Israel.”

Overview: In order that cowardice is not imi-
tated, priests must not flee danger out of fear but 
only do so when their preservation is necessary 
for the benefit of the church, as David’s experi-
ence illustrates (Augustine). In physical and 
spiritual war the enemy endeavors most ardently 
to overthrow the general while his soldiers strive 
to protect him. Therefore, prayer is sought on be-
half of spiritual leaders so that they and their 
charges will be preserved (Chrysostom).

21:17 You Shall Not Go with Us to Battle

On Fleeing from Danger. Augustine: At 
this point someone may say that the priests of 
God ought to flee from such threatening dangers 
in order to save themselves for the service of the 
church in more peaceful times. It is right for some 
to do this when others are not lacking to supply 
the ministry of the church, so that it is not wholly 
abandoned. This is what Athanasius did, as I said 

1NPNF 2 6:413.
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before; for the body of Catholic believers knew 
how necessary and how profitable it was for the 
church to retain in the flesh a man who had 
defended it by words and heart’s love against the 
Arian heretics. But when the danger is common 
to all and there is more reason to fear that the 
priest’s escape may be attributed to a dread of 
death rather than an intention of future help, and 
when he does more harm by the example of his 
flight than he would do good by his preservation, 
there is no justifiable reason for doing it. Finally, 
there was holy David, who did not trust himself 
to the dangers of battle lest the lamp of Israel, as 
it is there said,  “should be put out”; but he did 
not take this course himself—he did it because 
his followers begged him to do it. Otherwise, he 
would have had many cowardly imitators who 
would believe that he acted thus at the bidding of 
his own fear, not for any motive of usefulness to 
others. Letter 228.1

Leaders Face Stronger Attacks. Chry-
sostom: Entreat God—for this cause entreat 
him. It is in our behalf indeed that it is done, but 
it is wholly for your sakes. For we [spiritual lead-
ers] are appointed for your advantage, and for 
your interests we are concerned. . . . 

For our enemy is violent. For each of you 
indeed anxiously thinks of his own interests, but 
we [think of ] the concerns of all together. We 
stand in the part of the battle that is pressed on. 
The devil is more violently armed against us. For 
in wars too, the one who is on the opposite side 
endeavors before all others to overthrow the gen-
eral. For this reason all his fellow combatants 
hasten there. For this reason there is much 
tumult, every one endeavoring to rescue him; 
they surround him with their shields, wishing to 
preserve his person. Hear what all the people say 
to David (I do not say this, as comparing myself 
to David, as I am not so mad, but because I wish 
to show the affection of the people for their 
ruler),  “You shall go out no more; do not quench 
the lamp of Israel.” See how anxious they were to 
spare the old man. I am greatly in need of your 
prayers. Let no one, as I have said, from an exces-
sive humility deprive me of this alliance and suc-
cor. If our part is well approved, your own also 
will be more honorable. If our teaching flows 
abundantly, the riches will redound to you. Hom-
ilies on 2 Thessalonians 4.2

2 2 : 1 - 5 1  D A V I D ’ S  S O N G  O F  D E L I V E R A N C E

1And David spoke to the Lord the words of this song on the day when the Lord delivered him
from the hand of all his enemies, and from the hand of Saul. 2He said,

“The Lord is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer,
3myp God, my rock, in whom I take refuge,
my shield and the horn of my salvation,

my stronghold and my refuge,
my savior; thou savest me from violence. . . .

1FC 32:147-48*.   2NPNF 1 13:391*.
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44“Thou didst deliver me from strife with the peoples;v

thou didst keep me as the head of the nations;
people whom I had not known served me.

45Foreigners came cringing to me;
as soon as they heard of me, they obeyed me.

46Foreigners lost heart,
and came tremblingw out of their fastnesses.

47“The Lord lives; and blessed be my rock,
and exalted be my God, the rock of my salvation,

48the God who gave me vengeance
and brought down peoples under me,

49who brought me out from my enemies;
thou didst exalt me above my adversaries,
thou didst deliver me from men of violence.

50“For this I will extol thee, O Lord, among the nations,
and sing praises to thy name.

51Great triumphs he givesx to his king,
and shows steadfast love to his anointed,
to David, and his descendants for ever.”

p Gk Ps 18.2: Heb lacks my v Gk: Heb from strife with my people w Ps 18.45: Heb girded themselves x Another reading is He is a tower of salvation

Overview: Scripture’s fifth song, uttered by 
David after being delivered from Saul’s hand and 
from all his enemies, may be sung by those who 
are able to identify the enemies David defeated 
and the source of his worthiness of the Lord’s 
help. Jesus did not come to produce incredulity 
among the Jews, but foretelling their unbelief, 
used it to call the Gentiles, as also prophesied in 
Scripture through Christ (Origen). As prophets 
foretold the cessation of the old law and carnal 
circumcision, they likewise declared the coming 
of a new law and spiritual circumcision in  “a peo-
ple” formerly ignorant of God, that is, the Gen-
tiles (Tertullian). That David’s house could not 
attain peace except through Absalom’s death is 
paralleled to the church’s relationship with here-
tics, which mourns their loss yet finds solace in 
the deliverance of many others (Augustine).

22:1-2 David Begins to Praise the Lord

On Singing Scripture’s Fifth Song. Ori-
gen: The fifth song is in Second Samuel, when  
“David spoke to the Lord the words of this song 
on the day when the Lord delivered him from the 
hand of all his enemies and from the hand of 
Saul.” He said,  “The Lord is my rock, and my for-
tress, and my deliverer; my God will be my pro-
tector.” If, then, you prove able to examine who 
are the enemies David defeats and overthrows in 
First and Second Samuel and how he was made 
worthy of deserving the Lord’s help and of being 
delivered from enemies of this kind, then you will 
be able to sing this fifth song yourself. Commen-
tary on the Song of Songs, Prologue.1

1OSW 238. 
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22:44-45 David Recounts the Obedience of 
Foreign Nations

The Calling of the Gentiles. Origen:  
“Did Jesus come into the world for this purpose, 
that we [the Jews] should not believe him?” To 
which we immediately answer that he did not 
come with the object of producing unbelief among 
the Jews; but knowing beforehand that such would 
be the result, he foretold it and made use of their 
unbelief for the calling of the Gentiles. For 
through their sin salvation came to the Gentiles, 
respecting whom the Christ who speaks in the 
prophecies says,  “A people whom I did not know 
became subject to me: they were obedient to the 
hearing of my ear”; and,  “I was found by those who 
did not seek me; I became manifest to those who 
did not inquire after me.”2 Against Celsus 2.78.3

Obedience of the Uncircumcised Proph-
esied. Tertullian: Therefore as we have shown 
above that the coming cessation of the old law 
and of the carnal circumcision was declared, so, 
too, the observance of the new law and the spiri-
tual circumcision has shone out into the volun-
tary obediences of peace. For  “a people,” he says,  
“whom I did not know has served me; in obedi-
ence of the ear it has obeyed me.” Prophets made 
the announcement. But what is the people which 
was ignorant of God, but ours, who in days 
bygone did not know God? And who, in the hear-
ing of the ear, paid attention to him, but we, who, 
forsaking idols, have been converted to God? An 
Answer to the Jews 3.4

22:47-51 David Extols the Lord’s Love 
and Deliverance

Comfort Found in the Deliverance of 
Many. Augustine: But, as we have said else-
where on occasion, these heretics refuse to take the 
blame for what they do to us and they lay the 
blame on us for what they do to themselves. Who 
of us would wish them to lose anything, much less 
that they be lost themselves? If the house of David 
could win peace in no other way than through the 
death of Absalom, David’s son, in the war which 
he was carrying on against his father—although 
the latter had instructed his followers with great 
care to keep him safe and sound as far as it was 
possible for them to do so, that he might repent 
and receive pardon from his father’s love—what 
was left for him but to weep over his son’s loss and 
find comfort for his grief in the peace thus gained 
for his kingdom? In the same manner, then, our 
Catholic mother acts when others who are not her 
sons make war on her—because it is a fact that 
this little branch in Africa has been broken off 
from the great tree which embraces the whole 
world in the spreading of its branches—and 
although she is in labor with them in charity, that 
they may return to the root without which they 
cannot have true life, still, if she rescues so many 
others by losing some, especially when these fall by 
self-destruction, not by the fortune of war as 
Absalom did, she solaces the grief of her maternal 
heart and heals it by the deliverance of such num-
bers of people. Letter 185.32.5

2Is 65:1.   3ANCL 23:82-83*.   4ANF 3:154-55*.   5FC 30:172-73.
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2 3 : 1 - 1 2  T H E  L A S T  W O R D S  O F  D A V I D

1Now these are the last words of David:
The oracle of David, the son of Jesse,

the oracle of the man who was raised on high,
the anointed of the God of Jacob,

the sweet psalmist of Israel: y

2“The Spirit of the Lord speaks by me,
his word is upon my tongue.

y Or the favorite of the songs of Israel

Overview: Through examples drawn from Is-
rael’s history, Cyril of Jerusalem instructs his cat-
echumens that the Holy Spirit will come upon 
them as well.

23:2 The Spirit of the Lord Speaks by Me

The Grace Will Come. Cyril of Jerusalem:
In Moses’ day the Spirit was given by the imposi-
tion of hands; and Peter imparted the Spirit by 
the imposition of hands. Upon you also, who are 
to be baptized, the grace will come. In what man-

ner I do not say, for I do not anticipate the proper 
time. . . . We learn clearly in the book of Kings 
[Samuel], of Samuel and David, how by the Holy 
Spirit they prophesied and were leaders of the 
prophets. Samuel in fact was called the  “seer.” 
David says plainly:  “The spirit of the Lord has 
spoken by me;” and in the psalms:  “and do not 
take your holy spirit from me;”1 and again:  “May 
your good spirit guide me on level ground.”2 Cat-
echetical Lectures 16.26, 28.3

2 3 : 1 3 - 3 9  T H E  B R A V E R Y  O F  D A V I D ’ S  M I G H T Y  M E N

13And three of the thirty chief men went down, and came about harvest time to David at the
cave of Adullam, when a band of Philistines was encamped in the valley of Rephaim. 14David was
then in the stronghold; and the garrison of the Philistines was then at Bethlehem. 15And David
said longingly, “O that some one would give me water to drink from the well of Bethlehem which is
by the gate!” 16Then the three mighty men broke through the camp of the Philistines, and drew
water out of the well of Bethlehem which was by the gate, and took and brought it to David. But he

1Ps 51:11 (50:11 LXX).   2Ps 143:10 (142:10 LXX).   3FC 64:92-93*.
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would not drink of it; he poured it out to the Lord, 17and said, “Far be it from me, O Lord, that I
should do this. Shall I drink the blood of the men who went at the risk of their lives?” Therefore he
would not drink it. These things did the three mighty men.

Overview: By pouring out the water his soldiers 
crossed enemy lines to obtain, David slaughtered 
his sinful lust through self-censure, an act which 
evidenced the strictness he possessed in dealing 
with his desires later in life (Gregory the 
Great). While the uncleanness of food is not a 
cause for concern, uncontrolled desire in regard 
to eating and drinking warrants diligence, as indi-
cated by scriptural examples (Augustine). 
David’s reason conquered his concupiscence, 
which bred an irrational longing for water from a 
cistern in Bethlehem, by causing him to recognize 
how he had jeopardized the lives of his soldiers 
(Ambrose). Since the desire for food may become 
a deadly snare, it is wise to learn temperance and 
parsimony from the prayer and the examples of 
the ancients (Leander of Seville). David, in his 
anger at the lust that placed lives at risk, extin-
guished his lust by pouring the water out to the 
Lord, demonstrating how to be angry and yet re-
frain from sinning (Cassian).

23:14-17 Obtaining Water for David

Slaughtering Sinful Desires. Gregory 
the Great: Much later, David was sitting oppo-
site the enemy lines and desired longingly to drink 
from the cistern. Chosen soldiers of his broke 
through the enemy troops and returned unharmed 
with the water the king had desired. But the man 
who had been taught by his chastisements imme-
diately reproached himself for having endangered 
his soldiers by his desire for water. He poured it 
out, making a libation to the Lord, as it is written 
there:  “He poured it out to the Lord.” The water 
he poured out was changed into a sacrifice to the 
Lord, because he slaughtered his sin of eager 
desire by the penance of self-censure. The man 
who had once been unafraid to lust after another 
man’s wife was later terrified at having desired 

water. Since he remembered he had committed 
something forbidden, he was strict with himself 
and refrained even from what was allowed. Forty 
Gospel Homilies 34.1

Struggling Against Undisciplined 
Desire. Augustine: I do not fear the unclean-
ness of food but only the uncleanness of uncon-
trolled desire. I know that Noah was permitted to 
eat every kind of meat which was edible;2 that 
Elijah was nourished on meat;3 that John, 
endowed with a marvelous abstinence, was not 
made unclean by partaking of living things, 
namely, the locusts which happened to be avail-
able as food.4 And I know that Esau was led into 
error by his greed for lentils;5 that David blamed 
himself for his craving for water; and that our 
King was tempted not by flesh but by bread.6 
Further, the people in the desert deserved to be 
reprimanded, not because they desired meat but 
because they murmured against the Lord as a 
result of this desire for meat.7 Having been placed 
among these temptations, then, I struggle daily 
against undisciplined desire in eating and drink-
ing. Confessions 10.31.46-47.8

Reason Resists Lust. Ambrose: Further, 
what man can we consider finer and stronger 
than the holy David? He had desired water from 
the cistern of Bethlehem although it was cut off 
by a hostile army. That desire he was not able to 
remove, but he could mitigate it. For we do not 
find that the others lacked water, and the army 
was very large. And surely the king’s need for 
water would have been much less, in view of the 
other springs nearby. But he suffered a kind of 

1CS 123:295-96.   2Gen 9:3.   31 Kings 17:6.   4Mt 3:4.   5Gen 25:30-34.   
6Mt 4:3.   7Num 11:4.   8FC 21:304-5*. 
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irrational longing and wanted that water which 
was walled in and surrounded by the enemy, so 
that it could not have been readily brought with-
out great risk. Thus he said,  “Who will get me a 
drink from the cistern that is in Bethlehem by the 
gate?” And when three men were found to break 
down the enemy camp and bring the water which 
he had desired with a very great desire, he knew 
that he had obtained that water at the cost of 
danger to others. He poured it out to the Lord, so 
that he might not seem to be drinking the blood 
of those who had brought it.

This incident is evidence that uncontrolled 
desire indeed comes before reason but that reason 
resists irrational desire. David suffered what is 
human—an irrational longing—but it is praise-
worthy that he cheated the irrational desire in a 
rational manner with the remedy that was at hand. 
I praise the men who were ashamed at the desire of 
their king and preferred to bring his shameful 
action to an end even with danger to their own 
well-being. I praise the more him who was 
ashamed at the danger to others in his own desire 
and who compared to blood the water sought at 
the price of hazardous chance. At once, like a con-
queror who had checked his desire, David poured 
out the water to the Lord, to show that he 
quenched his lust by the consolation found in his 
Word. Jacob and the Happy Life 1.1.3.9

Learn Temperance from the Ancients. 
Leander of Seville: A fish is caught by being 
enticed with a hook. A bird falls into a net while 
trying to get food. Animals that are tough by 
nature’s endowment fall into a pit from desire to 
eat, and what nature does not soften, food 
deceives. Therefore, learn temperance and parsi-
mony from the prayer and the examples of 
ancients: from prayer, because the Lord says,  

“Lest your hearts be overburdened with self-
indulgence and drunkenness”;10 from examples, 
because David was unwilling to drink the water 
he wanted, since he recognized the danger of 
being responsible for another’s blood; and 
because Daniel scorned the feasts of kings and 
lived on vegetables.11 What you possess in com-
mon with your companions should be acceptable 
to you and you should not cause others to be 
intemperate; also, do not become a cause for scan-
dal to those to whom you wish to set an example 
by encouragement and by proof of a good life.
The Training of Nuns 13.12

Anger Rightly Felt. John Cassian: And 
certainly when we are disturbed at this very anger 
because it has stolen upon us against our brother, 
and we angrily cast out its deadly suggestions and 
do not permit it to maintain its noxious lair in the 
recesses of our heart. To be angry in this latter 
way is also taught us by that prophet who so 
eradicated this from his mind that he did not 
even want to take revenge on his own enemies, 
who had in fact been handed over to him by God, 
when he said,  “Be angry and do not sin.”13 For 
when he wanted water from a well in Bethlehem 
and had been brought it by strong men from the 
midst of enemy troops, he at once poured it out 
on the ground and, angrily extinguishing his 
wanton and passionate desire in this way, he 
offered it as a libation to the Lord, rejecting his 
yearning and desire with the words  “May the 
Lord be gracious to me, lest I do this. Shall I 
drink the blood of those men who went out and 
the danger of their souls?” Institutes 8.8.14

9FC 65:120-21*.   10Lk 21:34.   11Dan 1:12, 16.   12FC 62:208*.   13Ps 4:4.   
14ACW 58:196-97.
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2 4 : 1 - 9  D A V I D  N U M B E R S  T H E  P E O P L E

1Again the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he incited David against them,
saying, “Go, number Israel and Judah.” 2So the king said to Joab and the commanders of the army,j

who were with him, “Go through all the tribes of Israel, from Dan to Beer-sheba, and number the
people, that I may know the number of the people.”

j 1 Chron 21.2 Gk: Heb to Joab the commander of the army

Overview: As David’s singular crime brought 
injury to all the people, so a few of the body of the 
church may block the light of its splendor by 
committing filthy acts (Salvian).

24:2 David Orders Joab to Number Israel

A Few Block the Church’s Light. Salvian 
the Presbyter: You say these were the disgrace-
ful acts of a few men and what was not done by 
all could not injure all. Indeed, I have said above 
quite often that the crime of one man was the 
destruction of many among the people of God, 

just as the people was ruined by Achan’s theft,1 
just as pestilence arose from Saul’s jealousy,2 just 
as death came from the counting of the people by 
the holy David. The church of God is as the eye. 
As a speck of dirt, even though small, which falls 
into the eye blinds the sight completely, in the 
same way, if some, even though they are a few in 
the body of the church, commit filthy acts, they 
block almost all the light of the splendor of the 
church. The Governance of God 7.19.3

2 4 : 1 0 - 1 4  D A V I D  C O N F E S S E S  H I S  S I N

10But David’s heart smote him after he had numbered the people. And David said to the Lord,
“I have sinned greatly in what I have done. But now, O Lord, I pray thee, take away the iniquity
of thy servant; for I have done very foolishly.” 11And when David arose in the morning, the word of
the Lord came to the prophet Gad, David’s seer, saying, 12“Go and say to David, ‘Thus says the
Lord, Three things I offern you; choose one of them, that I may do it to you.’ ” 13So Gad came to
David and told him, and said to him, “Shall threeo years of famine come to you in your land? Or
will you flee three months before your foes while they pursue you? Or shall there be three days’ pes-
tilence in your land? Now consider, and decide what answer I shall return to him who sent me.”
14Then David said to Gad, “I am in great distress; let us fall into the hand of the Lord, for his
mercy is great; but let me not fall into the hand of man.”

n Or hold over o 1 Chron 21.12 Gk: Heb seven

1Josh 7:1.   21 Sam 19.   3FC 3:213*.
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Overview: People are punished for the sins of 
their leaders because the hearts of rulers are dis-
posed according to the merits of their people 
(Gregory the Great). David exemplifies the 
right response after sinning by humbly admit-
ting his guilt before God: failing to do so would 
be worse than the sin itself (Ambrose).

24:10 David Feels Remorse

Getting the Leader They Deserve. Greg-
ory the Great: The characters, then, of rulers 
are so assigned according to the merits of their 
subjects, that frequently they who seem to be good 
are soon changed by the acceptance of power. As 
holy Scripture observed of the same Saul that he 
changed his heart with his dignity. Whence it is 
written,  “When you were little in your own eyes, I 
made you the head of the tribes of Israel.”1 The 
conduct of rulers is so ordered with reference to 
the characters of their subjects that frequently the 
conduct of even a truly good shepherd becomes 
sinful as a result of the wickedness of his flock. For 
that prophet David, who had been praised by the 
witness of God himself, who had been made 
acquainted with heavenly mysteries, being puffed 
up by the swelling of sudden pride, sinned in num-
bering the people. And yet, though David sinned, 
the people endured the punishment. Why was 
this? Because in truth the hearts of rulers are dis-
posed according to the merits of their people. But 
the righteous judge reproved the fault of the sinner 
by the punishment of those very persons on whose 
account he sinned. But because he was not exempt 
from guilt, as displaying pride of his own free will, 
he himself endured also the punishment of his sin. 
For that furious wrath which struck the people in 
their bodies prostrated the ruler of the people by 
the pain of his inmost heart. But it is certain that 
the merits of rulers and people are so mutually 
connected that frequently the conduct of the peo-
ple is made worse from the fault of their pastors 
and the conduct of pastors is changed according 
to the merits of their people. Morals on the 

Book of Job 25.16.2

24:14 The Lord’s Mercy Is Great

Humbled Before God. Ambrose: Again, 
when David had ordered the people to be num-
bered, he was deeply afflicted in heart and said to 
the Lord,  “I have sinned greatly in the command 
I have made, and now, O Lord, take away the 
iniquity of your servant, because I have sinned 
exceedingly.” And the prophet Nathan3 was sent 
again to him to offer him the choice of three 
things, that he might select what he chose: a fam-
ine in the land for three years, flight from the face 
of his enemies for three months, or pestilence in 
the land for three days. And David answered,  
“These three things are a great distress to me, yet 
I shall fall into the hand of the Lord since his 
mercies are exceedingly great, and I shall not fall 
into the hands of men.” David’s fault was that he 
desired to know the number of all the people who 
were with him, and the knowledge of this he 
should have left to God alone.

And it is said that when the pestilence came 
upon the people on the first day at dinner time, 
when David saw the angel striking the people, he 
said,  “I have sinned, I, the shepherd, have done 
evil and this flock, what has it done? Let your 
hand be upon me and upon my father’s house.” So 
the Lord repented, and he bade the angel to spare 
the people, but David to offer sacrifice, for sacri-
fices were then offered for sin, but now they are 
sacrifices of penance. Thus, by his humility he 
became more acceptable to God, for it is not 
strange that people sin, but it is reprehensible if 
they do not acknowledge that they have erred and 
humble themselves before God. Letter 3.4

1See 1 Sam 15:17.   2LF 23:126*.   3It was not Nathan but Gad.   4FC 
26:22-23*. This letter was written about 390 to Emperor Theodosius 
to encourage his repentance for ordering a massacre in Thessolonica.
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2 4 : 1 5 - 1 7  T H E  L O R D  S E N D S

A  P E S T I L E N C E  U P O N  I S R A E L

15So the Lord sent a pestilence upon Israel from the morning until the appointed time; and
there died of the people from Dan to Beer-sheba seventy thousand men. 16And when the angel
stretched forth his hand toward Jerusalem to destroy it, the Lord repented of the evil, and said to
the angel who was working destruction among the people, “It is enough; now stay your hand.” And
the angel of the Lord was by the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. 17Then David spoke to
the Lord when he saw the angel who was smiting the people, and said, “Lo, I have sinned, and I
have done wickedly; but these sheep, what have they done? Let thy hand, I pray thee, be against me
and against my father’s house.”

Overview: Deign to remain ignorant of why 
God has brought certain events to pass, such as 
why thousands died for David’s sin: allow God to 
exercise his rightful power over his creation ( Je-
rome). That David readily offered his life on be-
half of his afflicted people demonstrates his 
knowledge that dying for Christ is more glorious 
than ruling in this world, since death frees the 
soul from the body (Ambrose). Diligent pastors 
exhibit care for their flocks by offering them-
selves on behalf of their sheep when they are af-
flicted, as David did (Aphrahat). Seen as an 
example of loving his enemies, David’s willing-
ness to suffer in place of his people while under 
the old covenant demands greater love and self-
sacrifice of those under the new (Chrysostom).

24:15 Seventy Thousand Die from the 
Pestilence

Condescend to Remain Ignorant. Jerome:
Bring a yet graver charge against God and ask 
him why, when Esau and Jacob were still in the 
womb, he said,  “Jacob I have loved, but Esau I 
have hated.”1 Accuse him of injustice because, 
when Achan the son of Carmi stole part of the 
spoil of Jericho, he butchered so many thousands 
for the fault of one.2 Ask him why for the sin of 
the sons of Eli the people were well-nigh annihi-

lated and the ark captured.3 And why, when 
David sinned by numbering the people, so many 
thousands lost their lives. . . .Why should 
Christ’s coming have been delayed to the last 
times? Why should he not have come before so 
vast a number had perished? Of this last question 
the blessed apostle in writing to the Romans 
most wisely disposes by admitting that he does 
not know and that only God does. Do you too, 
then, condescend to remain ignorant of that into 
which you inquire. Leave to God his power over 
what is his own; he does not need you to justify 
his actions. Letter 133.9.4

24:17 Against Me and My Father’s House

The Good of Humility.  Ambrose: Good, 
therefore, is humility. It delivers those who are in 
danger and raises those who have fallen. This 
humility was known to him who said,  “Behold, it 
is I that have sinned, and I the shepherd have 
acted wickedly; and these in this flock, what have 
they done? Let your hand be against me.” Well 
does David say this who made his kingdom sub-
ject to God and did penance and, having con-
fessed his sin, asked pardon. He attained salva-
tion through humility. Christ humbled himself to 

1Rom 9:13.   2Josh 7.   31 Sam 4.   4NPNF 2 6:278*.



2 Samuel 24:15-17

399

raise up all, and whoever follows the humility of 
Christ attains the rest of Christ. On the Death 
of Theodosius 27.5

The Freedom of Death. Ambrose: There-
fore since the apostle taught that a person who 
has passed out of this body will be with Christ, 
provided he deserves it, let us consider the nature 
of life and of death. We know from the teaching 
of Scripture that death is a freeing of the soul 
from the body, a kind of separation in man. For 
we are freed from this bond between soul and 
body, when we depart. . . . He [David] readily 
offered himself to death to atone for his offense 
against the Lord and presented himself, prepared 
to suffer God’s vengeance for the well-being of his 
afflicted people. He knew that it was more glori-
ous to die for Christ than to rule in this world, 
for what is more excellent than to become a vic-
tim for Christ? Death As a Good 3.8.6

The Penitent Leader. Aphrahat: He is a 
most diligent pastor who delivered over himself 
on behalf of his sheep. He is an excellent leader 
who gave himself in behalf of his sheep. . . . And 
when David numbered the flock of his sheep, 
wrath came upon them, and they began to be 
destroyed. Then David delivered himself over on 
behalf of his sheep, when he prayed, saying,  “O 
Lord God, I have sinned in that I have numbered 
Israel. Let your hand be on me and on my father’s 
house. These innocent sheep, how have they 
sinned?” So also [in this way] all the diligent pas-
tors used to give themselves on behalf of their 
sheep.

But those pastors who did not care for the 
sheep, those were hirelings who used to feed 
themselves alone. Demonstration 10.2-3.7

Loving Neighbors and Enemies. Chrysos-

tom: And how is it possible (you say) that one 
should so love his neighbor as himself ? If others 
had not done this, you might well think it impos-
sible: but if they have done it, it is plain that from 
indolence it is not done by ourselves.

And besides, Christ enjoins nothing impossi-
ble, seeing that many have even gone beyond his 
commands. Who has done this? Paul, Peter, all 
the company of the saints. No, indeed if I say that 
they loved their neighbors, I say no great matter: 
they so loved their enemies as no one would love 
those who were likeminded with himself. For 
who would choose for the sake of those like-
minded to go away into hell when he was about to 
depart into a kingdom? No one. But Paul chose 
this for the sake of his enemies, for those who 
stoned him, those who scourged him.8 What par-
don then will there be for us, what excuse, if we 
shall not show toward our friends even the very 
smallest portion of that love which Paul showed 
toward his enemies?

And before him too, the blessed Moses was 
willing to be blotted out of God’s book for the 
sake of his enemies who had stoned him.9 David 
also when he saw those who had stood up against 
him slain, said,  “I, the shepherd, have sinned, but 
these, what have they done?” And when he had 
Saul in his hands, he would not slay him but 
saved him; and this when he himself would be in 
danger. But if these things were done under the 
old [covenant], what excuse shall we have who 
live under the new and do not attain even to the 
same measure with them? For . . .  “unless our 
righteousness exceed that of the scribes and 
Pharisees, we shall not enter into the kingdom of 
heaven,” how shall we enter in when we have even 
less than they? Homilies on Hebrews 19.4.10

5FC 22:319*.   6FC 65:74-75*.   7NPNF 2 13:383-84*.   8See Rom 9:3.   
9Ex 32:32.   10NPNF 1 14:456*.
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2 4 : 1 8 - 2 5  D A V I D  E R E C T S  A N  A L T A R  T O  T H E  L O R D

18And Gad came that day to David, and said to him, “Go up, rear an altar to the Lord on the
threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite.” 19So David went up at Gad’s word, as the Lord com-
manded. 20And when Araunah looked down, he saw the king and his servants coming on toward
him; and Araunah went forth, and did obeisance to the king with his face to the ground. 21And
Araunah said, “Why has my lord the king come to his servant?” David said, “To buy the threshing
floor of you, in order to build an altar to the Lord, that the plague may be averted from the peo-
ple.” 22Then Araunah said to David, “Let my lord the king take and offer up what seems good to
him; here are the oxen for the burnt offering, and the threshing sledges and the yokes of the oxen
for the wood. 23All this, O king, Araunah gives to the king.” And Araunah said to the king, “The
Lord your God accept you.” 24But the king said to Araunah, “No, but I will buy it of you for a
price; I will not offer burnt offerings to the Lord my God which cost me nothing.” So David
bought the threshing floor and the oxen for fifty shekels of silver. 25And David built there an altar
to the Lord, and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings. So the Lord heeded supplications for
the land, and the plague was averted from Israel.

Overview: The selection and purchase of Je-
busite land for the erection of an altar to the Lord 
prefigures Christ’s rejection by the Jews and his 
coming to the Gentiles, with the promise of for-
giveness having been purchased through his 
blood (Caesarius of Arles).

24:18-21 David Is Commanded to Build an 
Altar

Worthy of the Lord’s Altar. Caesarius 
of Arles: Notice, brothers, that no place in the 
land of the Jews was found worthy for the altar of 
the Lord to be built; but in the land of the Gen-
tiles a place is chosen where the angel is seen and 
the altar of the Lord is built, and thus the wrath 
of the almighty Lord is appeased. Then already 
was prefigured the fact that in the hearts of the 
Jews no worthy place could be found to offer spir-
itual victims; the land of the Gentiles, that is, the 
conscience of Christians, is chosen as the place 
for the Lord’s temple. This the apostle clearly 
indicates when he rebukes the Jews and says,  “It 

was necessary that the word of God should be 
spoken to you first, but since you have judged 
yourselves unworthy of eternal life, behold, we 
now turn to the Gentiles.”1 This means [that] 
because you have rejected Christ and have not 
prepared a worthy place on which to set the 
Lord’s altar, we will put it in the land of the Gen-
tiles, that is, in the hearts of all the people. For 
this reason the same apostle exclaims to us,  
“Holy is the temple of God, and you are this tem-
ple.”2 Now notice, dearly beloved, that the land of 
the Gentile king was chosen at the time when the 
Jewish people were struck by God’s plague. This 
we see fulfilled in the Lord’s passion; for when 
the Jewish people rejected the Lord and crucified 
him, then his altar was consecrated on the 
threshing floor of the Gentiles, that is, on every 
land. That is why the angel of the Lord stood on 
the threshing floor of the Gentile king; the true 
angel, Christ, visited the people of the Gentiles. 
Sermon 122.1.3
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24:22-25 David Purchases Araunah’s Land 
and Oxen

Purchased Through His Blood. Cae-
sarius of Arles: Therefore, the king himself 
offered blessed David the threshing floor and 
oxen for a burnt offering, but King David refused 
to accept them without first paying a price. This, 
too, was fulfilled at the coming of our Lord and 
Savior, for he refused to take the hearts of the 
Gentiles for himself without first giving his pre-
cious blood for them. What, then, did he give?  
“Fifty shekels of silver,” it says. In the number 
fifty the grace of the Holy Spirit is understood 
and the remission of sins is designated. Indeed, 
on the fiftieth day the Holy Spirit was sent to the 
apostles, and in the Old Testament the fiftieth 
year was dedicated to forgiveness and pardon. 
That David, to be sure, gave silver; our David, 
whose type the other prefigured, shed his pre-
cious blood. Thus, in order to buy the pagan 

king’s threshing floor David offered fifty shekels; 
in order to build an altar to himself on the thresh-
ing floor of the Gentiles Christ, the true David, 
gave the grace of the Holy Spirit and forgiveness 
of sins on the fiftieth day. Therefore, brothers, 
since he has deigned to make a temple for himself 
in us and out of us, let him not suffer any insult in 
his home. If he does suffer injury because of our 
sins, he quickly withdraws, and woe to the 
unhappy soul from which he departs. Doubtless, 
if one is deserted by the light he will be seized by 
darkness. For this reason let us with his aid 
endeavor so to live that we may merit to have the 
good Lord not only as our guest but as a perpet-
ual inhabitant: with the help of our same Lord 
Jesus Christ, to whom is honor and glory 
together with the Father and the Holy Spirit 
world without end. Amen. Sermon 122.2.4
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Ambrose
Cain and Abel (De Cain et Abel) Cetedoc 0125
Concerning Widows (De viduis) Cetedoc 0146
Consolation on the Death of Emperor Valentinian (De obitu Valentiniani)  Cetedoc 0158
Death as a Good (De bono mortis) Cetedoc 0129
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Jacob and the Happy Life (De Jacob et vita beata) Cetedoc 0130
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On Paradise (De paradiso) Cetedoc 0124
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On the Holy Spirit (De Spiritu Sancto) Cetedoc 0151
The Prayer of Job and David (De interpellatione Job et David) Cetedoc 0134
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Athanasius
Defense of His Flight (Apologia de fuga sua) TLG 2035.012
Encyclical Letter (Epistula encyclica) TLG 2035.006
Festal Letters (Epistulae festalis)
Four Discourses Against the Arians (Orationes tres contra Arianos) TLG 2035.042
History of the Arians (Historia Arianum) TLG 2035.009
Letter to the Bishops of Egypt (Epistula ad episcopos Aegypti et Libyae) TLG 2035.041
Life of St. Anthony (Vita sancti Antonii) TLG 2035.047

Augustine
Admonition and Grace (De correptione et gratia) Cetedoc 0353
Adulterous Marriages (De adulterinis conjugiis) Cetedoc 0302
Against Faustus, a Manichean (Contra Faustum) Cetedoc 0321
Against Julian (Contra Julianum) Cetedoc 0351
Against Lying (Contra mendacium) Cetedoc 0304
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The Care to Be Taken for the Dead (De cura pro mortuis gerenda) Cetedoc 0307
Christian Instruction (De doctrina Christiana) Cetedoc 0263
City of God (De civitate Dei) Cetedoc 0313
Confessions (Confessionum libri tredecim) Cetedoc 0251
The Correction of the Donatists (In Epistulae) Cetedoc 0262
Eight Questions of Dulcitius (De octo Dulcitii quaestionibus) Cetedoc 0291
Explanations of the Psalms (Enarrationes in Psalmos) Cetedoc 0283
Harmony of the Gospels (De consensu evangelistarum libri iv) Cetedoc 0273
Homilies on 1 John (In Johannis epistulam ad Parthos tractatus) Cetedoc 0279
Letters (Epistulae) Cetedoc 0262
Letters of Petilian, the Donatist (Contra litteras Petiliani) Cetedoc 0333
On Eighty-three Varied Questions

(De diversis quaestionibus octoginta tribus) Cetedoc 0289
On Grace and Free Will (De gratia et libero arbitrio) Cetedoc 0352
On Patience (De patientia) Cetedoc 0308
On the Soul and Its Origin (De natura et origine animae) Cetedoc 0345
On the Spirit and the Letter (De Spiritu et littera) Cetedoc 0343
On Various Questions to Simplician (De diversis quaestionibus ad Simplicianum) Cetedoc 0290
Predestination of the Saints (De praedestinatione sanctorum) Cetedoc 0354
Questions on the Heptateuch (Quaestionum in heptateuchum libri septem) Cetedoc 0270
Sermons (Sermones) Cetedoc 0284

Basil the Great
Homily Concerning Envy (Homilia de invidia) TLG 2040.027
Homilies on the Psalms (Homiliae super Psalmos) TLG 2040.018
Letters (Epistulae) TLG 2040.004
The Long Rules (Asceticon magnum sive Queaestiones [regulae fusius tractatae]) TLG 2040.048
On Humility (De humilitate) TLG 2040.036
On the Spirit (De Spiritu Sancto) TLG 2040.003
Preface on the Judgment of God (Prologus 7 [De judicio Dei]) TLG 2040.043

Bede
Exposition of the Gospel of Luke (In Lucae evangelium expositio) Cetedoc 1356
Four Books on 1 Samuel (In primam partem Samuhelis libri iv) Cetedoc 1346
Homilies on the Gospels (Homiliarum evangelii libri ii) Cetedoc 1367
On Genesis (Libri quattuor in principium Genesis usque ad nativitatem 

Isaac et ejectionem Ismahelis adnotationum) Cetedoc 1344
On the Tabernacle (De tabernaculo et vasis eius ac vestibus sacerdotum libri iii) Cetedoc 1345
Thirty Questions on the Book of Kings (In Regum librum xxx quaestiones) Cetedoc 1347

Caesarius of Arles
Sermons (Sermones) Cetedoc 1008

Cassian, John
Conferences (Collationes) Cetedoc 0512
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Fructuosus of Braga
General Rule for Monasteries (Regula Monastica Communis)

Gregory of Elvira
Origen’s Tractates on the Books of Holy Scripture (Tractatus 

Origenis de libris Sanctarum Scripturarum) Cetedoc 0546

Gregory of Nazianzus
Against the Eunomians, Theological Oration 1(27) (Adversus Eunomianos) TLG 2022.007
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On Holy Baptism, Oration 40 (In sanctum baptisma) TLG 2022.048
On Theology, Theological Oration 2(28) (De theologia) TLG 2022.008

Gregory of Nyssa
Against Eunomius (Contra Eunomium) TLG 2017.030
Answer to Eunomius’ Second Book (Contra Eunomium) TLG 2017.030
The Life of Gregory the Wonderworker (De vita Gregorii Thaumaturgi) TLG 2017.069
On Perfection (De perfectione Christiana ad Olympium monachum) TLG 2017.026
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Dialogues (Dialogorum libri iv libri duo) Cetedoc 1713
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Morals on the Book of Job (Moralia in Job) Cetedoc 1708
Pastoral Care (Regula pastoralis) Cetedoc 1712
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Hilary of Poitiers
Homilies on the Psalms (Tractatus super psalmos I-XCI) Cetedoc 0428

Hippolytus
On the Antichrist (De antichristo) TLG 2115.003
The Refutation of All Heresies (Refutatio omnium haeresium) TLG 2115.060
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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 Con-
stantinople 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 biog-
rapher of Eusebius of Caesarea, the historian. He 
was a man of great learning and authored a trea-
tise on Ecclesiastes. 
Adamnan (c. 624-704). Abbot of Iona, Ireland, 
and author of the life of St. Columba. He was in-
fluential in the process of assimilating the Celtic 
church into Roman liturgy and church order. He 
also wrote On the Holy Sites, which influenced 
Bede.
Alexander of Alexandria (fl. 312-328). Bishop of 
Alexandria and predecessor of Athanasius, on 
whom he exerted considerable theological influence 
during the rise of Arianism. Alexander excommuni-
cated Arius, whom he had appointed to the parish 
of Baucalis, in 319. His teaching regarding the eter-
nal 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; fl. 374-397). 
Bishop of Milan and teacher of Augustine who 
defended the divinity of the Holy Spirit and the 
perpetual virginity of Mary.
Ambrosiaster (fl. c. 366-384). Name given by 
Erasmus to the author of a work once thought to 
have been composed by Ambrose.
Ammonius (c. fifth century).  An Aristotelian 
commentator and teacher in Alexandria, where 
he was born and of whose school he became head. 
Also an exegete of Plato, he enjoyed fame among 
his contemporaries and successors, although mod-
ern critics accuse him of pedantry and banality.
Amphilochius of Iconium (b. c. 340-345, d. c. 
398-404). An orator at Constantinople before be-
coming bishop of Iconium in 373. He was a 
cousin of Gregory of Nazianzus and active in de-
bates against the Macedonians and Messalians.
Andreas (c. seventh century). Monk who col-
lected commentary from earlier writers to form a 
catena on various biblical books.
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 be-
come a model for Christian hagiography.
Aphrahat (c. 270-350; fl. 337-345). “The Persian 



 

Biographical Sketches

 

411

 

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 Na-
zianzus, Gregory of Nyssa and Theodore for de-
nying that Christ had a human mind.

 

Aponius/Apponius

 

 (fourth

 

−

 

fifth century). Au-
thor of a remarkable commentary on Song of So-
lomon (c. 405-415), an important work in the 
history of exegesis. The work, which was influ-
enced by the commentaries of Origen and 
Pseudo-Hippolytus, is of theological significance, 
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 di-
vided into eight books, and is primarily a collec-
tion 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.

 

Arethas of Caesarea

 

 (c. 860-940) Byzantine 
scholar and disciple of Photius. He was a deacon 
in Constantinople, then archbishop of Caesarea 
from 901.

 

Arius

 

 (fl. 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.

 

Arnobius the Younger

 

 (fifth century). A partici-
pant in christological controversies of the fifth 
century. He composed 

 

Conflictus cum Serapione

 

, an 
account of a debate with a monophysite monk in 
which he attempts to demonstrate harmony be-
tween Roman and Alexandrian theology. Some 
scholars attribute to him a few more works, such 
as 

 

Commentaries on Psalms

 

.

 

Athanasius of Alexandria

 

 (c. 295-373; fl. 
325-373). Bishop of Alexandria from 328, though 
often in exile. He wrote his classic polemics 
against the Arians while most of the eastern bish-
ops were against him.

 

Athenagoras

 

 (fl. 176-180). Early Christian phi-

losopher and apologist from Athens, whose only 
authenticated writing, 

 

A Plea Regarding Christians, 

 

is addressed to the emperors Marcus Aurelius 
and Commodus, and defends Christians from the 
common accusations of atheism, incest and can-
nibalism.

 

Augustine of  Hippo

 

 (354-430). Bishop of 
Hippo and a voluminous writer on philosophical, 
exegetical, theological and ecclesiological topics. 
He formulated the Western doctrines of predesti-
nation and original sin in his writings against the 
Pelagians.

 

Babai

 

 (c. early sixth century). Author of the Let-
ter 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 superior at 
the Great Convent of Mount Izla during a period 
of crisis in the Nestorian church.

 

Basil of Seleucia

 

 (fl. 444-468). Bishop of Seleu-
cia 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 champion, Dioscu-
rus of Alexandria. 

 

Basil the Great 

 

(b. c. 330; fl. 357-379). One of 
the Cappadocian fathers, bishop of Caesarea and 
champion of the teaching on the Trinity pro-
pounded at Nicaea in 325. He was a great admin-
istrator and founded a monastic rule.

 

Basilides

 

 (fl. second century). Alexandrian her-
etic 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 protect 
the body from martyrdom. 

 

Bede the Venerable

 

 (c. 672/673-735). Born in 
Northumbria, at the age of seven, he was put un-
der the care of the Benedictine monks of Saints 
Peter and Paul at Jarrow and given a broad clas-
sical education in the monastic tradition. Con-
sidered one of the most learned men of his age, he 
is the author of 

 

An Ecclesiastical History of the Eng-

lish People.
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Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547). Considered the 
most important figure in the history of Western 
monasticism. Benedict founded many monasteries, 
the most notable found at Montecassino, but his 
lasting influence lay in his famous Rule. The Rule 
outlines the theological and inspirational founda-
tion of the monastic ideal while also legislating the 
shape and organization of the cenobitic life.
Besa the Copt (5th century). Coptic monk, disci-
ple 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 anonymous 
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 Sa-
ragossa (631-651) and noted writer of the Visig-
othic renaissance.  His Life of St. Aemilianus is 
his crowning literary achievement. 
Caesarius of Arles (c. 470-543). Bishop of Arles 
renowned for his attention to his pastoral duties. 
Among his surviving works the most important is 
a collection of some 238 sermons that display an 
ability to preach Christian doctrine to a variety of 
audiences.
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 Institutes 
and the Conferences, works purporting to relay the 
teachings of the Egyptian monastic fathers on the 
nature of the spiritual life which were highly in-
fluential in the development of Western monasti-
cism.
Cassiodorus (c. 485-c. 580). Founder of the 
monastery of Vivarium, Calabria, where monks 
transcribed classic sacred and profane texts, 
Greek and Latin, preserving them for the West-
ern tradition.
Chromatius (fl. 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 pio-
neer of Christian scholarship. His major works, 
Protrepticus, Paedagogus and the Stromata, bring 
Christian doctrine face to face with the ideas and 
achievements of his time.
Clement of Rome (fl. c. 92-101). Pope whose 
Epistle to the Corinthians is one of the most impor-
tant documents of subapostolic times.
Commodian (probably third or possibly fifth 
century). Latin poet of unknown origin (possibly 
Syrian?) whose two surviving works suggest chili-
ast and patripassionist tendencies.
Constitutions of the Holy Apostles.    See Apostolic 
Constitutions.
Cyprian of Carthage (fl. 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; fl. 412-444). Pa-
triarch of Alexandria whose extensive exegesis, 
characterized especially by a strong espousal of 
the unity of Christ, led to the condemnation of 
Nestorius in 431.
Cyril of Jerusalem (c. 315-386; fl. c. 348). 
Bishop of Jerusalem after 350 and author of Cate-
chetical Homilies.
Cyril of Scythopolis (b. c. 525; d. after 557). Pal-
estinian 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.
Diadochus of Photice (c. 400-474). Antimono-
physite bishop of Epirus Vetus whose work Dis-
course on the Ascension of Our Lord Jesus Christ 
exerted influence 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 li-
turgical practice to form a whole discourse on the 



Biographical Sketches

413

“way of life.” It exerted an enormous amount of 
influence in the patristic period and was espe-
cially used in the training of catechumen.
Didymus the Blind (c. 313-398). Alexandrian 
exegete who was much influenced by Origen and 
admired by Jerome.
Diodore of Tarsus (d. c. 394). Bishop of Tarsus 
and Antiochene theologian. He authored a great 
scope of exegetical, doctrinal and apologetic 
works, which come to us mostly in fragments be-
cause 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. Dionysius ac-
tively engaged in the theological disputes of his 
day, opposed Sabellianism, defended himself 
against accusations of tritheism and wrote the ear-
liest extant Christian refutation of Epicureanism. 
His writings have survived mainly in extracts pre-
served by other early Christian authors.
Dorotheus of Gaza (fl. c. 525-540). Member of 
Abbot Seridos’s monastery and later leader of a 
monastery where he wrote Spiritual Instructions. 
He also wrote a work on traditions of Palestinian 
monasticism.
Ennodius (474-521). Bishop of Pavia, a prolific 
writer of various genre, including letters, poems 
and biographies. He sought reconciliation in the 
schism between Rome and Acacius of Constanti-
nope, and also upheld papal autonomy in the face 
of challenges from secular authorities.
Ephrem the Syrian (b. c. 306; fl. 363-373). Syrian 
writer of commentaries and devotional hymns 
which are sometimes regarded as the greatest speci-
mens 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 Interpre-
tation of the Gospels, with constant references to 
early patristic commentators. He was possibly a 
bishop of Benevento or Seville.

Epistle of Barnabas. See Letter of Barnabas.
Eucherius of Lyons (fl. 420-449). Bishop of Ly-
ons c. 435-449. Born into an aristocratic family, 
he, along with his wife and sons, joined the mon-
astery at Lérins soon after its founding. He ex-
plained 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 Cas-
trum Lucullanum, which was made up of those 
fleeing from Noricum during the barbarian
invasions.
Eunomius (d. 393). Bishop of Cyzicyus who was 
attacked by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa for main-
taining that the Father and the Son were of differ-
ent 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 Christian church. He ar-
gued that the truth of the gospel had been fore-
shadowed in pagan writings but had to defend his 
own doctrine against suspicion of Arian sympa-
thies.
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 ten-
dencies of his mentor Eusebius of Caesarea.
Eusebius of Gaul, or Eusebius Gallicanus (c. 
fifth century). A conventional name for a collec-
tion of seventy-six sermons produced in Gaul and 
revised in the seventh century. It contains mate-
rial 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 (fl. c. 360). Bishop of Ver-
celli who supported the trinitarian teaching of 
Nicaea (325) when it was being undermined by 
compromise in the West.
Eustathius of Antioch (fl. 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 
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influential 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 writ-
ings were formally condemned by the Fifth Ecu-
menical Council (Constantinople II, A.D. 553), 
his literary corpus continued to influence the tra-
dition of the church.
Eznik of Kolb (early fifth century). A disciple of 
Mesrob who translated Greek Scriptures into Ar-
menian, so as to become the model of the classical 
Armenian language. As bishop, he participated in 
the synod of Astisat (449).
Facundus of Hermiane (fl. 546-568). African 
bishop who opposed Emperor Justinian’s post 
mortem condemnation of Theodore of Mopsues-
tia, 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 ob-
vious only upon later theological reflection. He 
continued in the tradition of Chalcedon, al-
though his Christology was supplemented, ac-
cording to Justinian’s decisions, by the 
theopaschite formula Unus ex Trinitate passus est 
(“Only one of the three suffered”).
Fastidius (c. fourth-fifth centuries). British au-
thor of On the Christian Life. He is believed to have 
written some works attributed to Pelagius. 
Faustinus (fl. 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 Brit-
ish 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 Mace-
donians 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 predestination. Various letters 
and (pseudonymous) sermons are extant.
The Festal Menaion. Orthodox liturgical text con-
taining the variable parts of the service, including 
hymns, for fixed days of celebration of the life of 
Jesus and Mary.
Filastrius (fl. 380). Bishop of Brescia and author 
of a compilation against all heresies.
Firmicus Maternus (fourth century). An anti-
Pagan apologist. Before his conversion to Chris-
tianity he wrote a work on astrology (334-337). 
After his conversion, however, he criticized pa-
ganism in On the Errors of the Profane Religion. 
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 metropolitan 
of Braga in 656. He was influential in setting up 
monastic communities in Lusitania, 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 influence of Augustine.
Gaudentius of Brescia (fl. 395). Successor of 
Filastrius as bishop of Brescia and author of 
twenty-one Eucharistic sermons.
Gennadius of Constantinople (d. 471). Patri-
arch of Constantinople, author of numerous com-
mentaries and an opponent of the Christology of 
Cyril of Alexandria.
Gerontius (c. 395-c.480). Palestinian monk, later 
archimandrite of the cenobites of Palestine. He 
led the resistance to the council of Chalcedon.
Gnostics. Name now given generally to followers 
of Basilides, Marcion, Valentinus, Mani and oth-
ers. The characteristic belief is that matter is a 
prison made for the spirit by an evil or ignorant 
creator, and that redemption depends on fate, not 
on free will.
Gregory of Elvira (fl. 359-385). Bishop of Elvira 
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who wrote allegorical treatises in the style of Ori-
gen and defended the Nicene faith against the 
Arians.
Gregory of Nazianzus (b. 329/330; fl. 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 Cappadocian fa-
ther and author of catechetical orations, he was a 
philosophical theologian of great originality.
Gregory Thaumaturgus (fl. 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 rhe-
torically 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 “Doctors 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 Grego-
rian Sacramentary and Gregorian chant.
Hesychius of Jerusalem (fl. 412-450).  Presbyter 
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. 
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 metropol-
itan 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” be-
cause of his defense (against the Arians) of the 
common nature of Father and Son.
Hippolytus (fl. 222-245). Recent scholarship places 
Hippolytus in a Palestinian context, personally fa-
miliar with Origen. Though he is known chiefly for 
The Refutation of All Heresies, he was primarily a com-
mentator on Scripture (especially the Old Testa-

ment) employing typological exegesis.
Horsiesi (c. 305-c. 390). Pachomius’s second
successor, after Petronius, as a leader of cenobitic 
monasticism in Southern Egypt.
Ignatius of Antioch (c. 35-107/112). Bishop of An-
tioch who wrote several letters to local churches 
while being taken from Antioch to Rome to be mar-
tyred. In the letters, which warn against heresy, he 
stresses orthodox Christology, the centrality of the 
Eucharist and unique role of the bishop in preserv-
ing the unity of the church.
Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 135-c. 202). Bishop of Ly-
ons who published the most famous and influen-
tial 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 Nineveh be-
fore retiring to live a secluded monastic life. His 
writings on ascetic subjects survive in the form of 
numerous homilies.
Isho‘dad of Merv (fl. 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 Seville (c. 560-636). Youngest of a 
family of monks and clerics, including sister Flo-
rentina and brothers Leander and Fulgentius. He 
was an erudite author of comprehensive 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 ecclesiasti-
cal 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. 347-419). 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 extreme ascetic practices.
John Chrysostom (344/354-407; fl. 386-407). 
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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 Antioch, 
commencing in 428. He received his education 
together with Nestorius and Theodore of Mop-
suestia 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 letters, a treatise on bap-
tism, and shorter works on prayer and silence.
John of Damascus (c. 650-750). Arab monastic 
and theologian whose writings enjoyed great in-
fluence in both the Eastern and Western 
Churches. His most influential writing was the 
Orthodox Faith.
John the Elder (c. eighth century). A Syriac au-
thor who belonged to monastic circles of the 
Church of the East and lived in the region of 
Mount Qardu (northern Iraq). His most impor-
tant writings are twenty-two homilies and a col-
lection of fifty-one short letters in which he 
describes the mystical life as an anticipatory expe-
rience of the resurrection life, the fruit of the sac-
raments of baptism and the Eucharist.
John the Monk. Traditional name found in The 
Festal Menaion, believed to refer to John of Da-
mascus. See John of Damascus.
Josephus, Flavius (c. 37-c. 101). Jewish historian 
from a distinguished priestly family. Acquainted 
with the Essenes and Sadducees, he himself be-
came a Pharisee.  He joined the great Jewish re-
volt that broke out in 66 and was chosen by the 
Sanhedrin at Jerusalem to be commander-in-chief 
in Galilee. Showing great shrewdness to ingrati-
ate himself with Vespasian by foretelling his ele-
vation 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 of-

fice and exiled in 419 for not officially opposing 
Pelagianism. In exile, he was accepted by The-
odore of Mopsuestia, whose Antiochene exegeti-
cal style he followed. Although he was never able 
to regain his ecclesiastical position, Julian taught 
in Sicily until his death. His works include com-
mentaries on Job and parts of the Minor Proph-
ets, a translation of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s 
commentary on the Psalms, and various letters. 
Sympathetic to Pelagius, Julian applied his intel-
lectual acumen and rhetorical training to argue 
against Augustine on matters such as free will, 
desire and the locus of evil.
Justin Martyr (c. 100/110-165; fl. c. 148-161). 
Palestinian philosopher who was converted to 
Christianity, “the only sure and worthy philoso-
phy.” He traveled to Rome where he wrote several 
apologies against both pagans and Jews, combin-
ing Greek philosophy and Christian theology; he 
was eventually martyred.
Lactantius (c. 260-c. 330). Christian apologist 
removed from his post as teacher of rhetoric at 
Nicomedia upon his conversion to Christianity. 
He was tutor to the son of Constantine and au-
thor 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 historical influence 
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 positions at the 
Council of Chalcedon in 451.
Letter of Barnabas (c. 130). An allegorical and 
typological interpretation of the Old Testament 
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 refuta-
tion of paganism and an exposition of the Chris-
tian life and faith. The author of this letter is 
unknown, and the exact identity of its recipient, 
Diognetus, continues to elude patristic scholars. 
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Lucifer (d. 370/371). Bishop of Cagliari and vig-
orous supporter of Athanasius and the Nicene 
Creed. In conflict 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 Testa-
ment, 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 Athana-
sius, Macarius was exiled c. 374 to an island in 
the Nile by Lucius, the Arian successor of Atha-
nasius. Macarius continued his teaching of mo-
nastic theology at Wadi Natrun.
Macrina the Younger (c. 327-379). The elder sis-
ter 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 in-
fluence on her younger brothers, especially on 
Gregory, who called her his teacher and relates her 
teaching in On the Soul and the Resurrection.
Manichaeans. A religious movement that origi-
nated circa 241 in Persia under the leadership of 
Mani but was apparently of complex Christian ori-
gin. It is said to have denied free will and the uni-
versal sovereignty of God, teaching that kingdoms 
of light and darkness are coeternal and that the re-
deemed are particles of a spiritual man of light held 
captive in the darkness of matter (see Gnostics). 
Marcellus of Ancyra (d. c. 375). Wrote a refuta-
tion of Arianism. Later, he was accused of Sabel-
lianism, especially by Eusebius of Caesarea. While 
the Western church declared him orthodox, the 
Eastern church excommunicated him. Some schol-
ars have attributed to him certain works of Atha-
nasius.
Marcion (fl. 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; fl. c. 355-

363). Grammarian of African origin who taught 
rhetoric at Rome and translated works of Pla-
tonists. After his conversion (c. 355), he wrote 
against the Arians and commentaries 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 (fl. c. 568-579). Anti-Arian 
metropolitan of Braga on the Iberian peninsula. 
He was highly educated and presided over the 
provincial council of Braga in 572.
Martyrius. See Sahdona.
Maximus of Turin (d. 408/423). Bishop of 
Turin. Over one hundred of his sermons survive 
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 suf-
fering, having his tongue cut off and his right hand 
mutilated. He taught total preference for God and 
detachment from all things.
Methodius of Olympus (d. 311). Bishop of 
Olympus who celebrated virginity in a Symposium 
partly modeled on Plato’s dialogue of that name.
Minucius Felix (second or third century). Chris-
tian apologist who was an advocate in Rome. His 
Octavius agrees at numerous points with the Apol-
ogeticum of Tertullian. His birthplace is believed 
to be in Africa.
Montanist Oracles. Montanism was an apocalyp-
tic and strictly ascetic movement begun in the lat-
ter 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 authen-
tic oracles remains and most of what is known of 
Montanism comes from the authors who wrote 
against the movement. Montanism was formally 
condemned as a heresy before by Asiatic synods. 
Nemesius of Emesa (fl. late fourth century). 
Bishop of Emesa in Syria whose most important 
work, Of the Nature of Man, draws on several theo-
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logical and philosophical sources and is the first 
exposition of a Christian anthropology.
Nestorius (c. 381-c. 451). Patriarch of Constan-
tinople (428-431) who founded the heresy which 
says that there are two persons, divine and hu-
man, rather than one person truly united in the 
incarnate Christ. He resisted the teaching of the-
otokos, causing Nestorian churches to separate 
from Constantinople.
Nicetas of Remesiana (fl. second half of fourth 
century). Bishop of Remesiana in Serbia, 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. Some-
times erroneously known as Nilus of Sinai, he 
was a native of Ancyra and studied at Constanti-
nople. 
Novatian of Rome (fl. 235-258). Roman theolo-
gian, otherwise orthodox, who formed a schis-
matic church after failing to become pope. His 
treatise on the Trinity states the classic western 
doctrine.
Oecumenius (sixth century). Called the Rhetor 
or the Philosopher, Oecumenius wrote the earli-
est extant Greek commentary on Revelation. 
Scholia by Oecumenius on some of John Chry-
sostom’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.
Origen of Alexandria (b. 185; fl. c. 200-254). In-
fluential exegete and systematic theologian. He 
was condemned (perhaps unfairly) for maintain-
ing the preexistence of souls while purportedly 
denying the resurrection of the body. His exten-
sive works of exegesis focus on the spiritual 
meaning of the text.
Pachomius (c. 292-347). Founder of cenobitic 
monasticism.  A gifted group leader and author 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 polemicize against 

popular pagan festivals as well as Novatian schis-
matics.
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 lead-
ing source for the history of early monasticism, 
stressing the spiritual value of the life of the desert.
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 responsible 
for the transmission of Gregory’s works to many 
later medieval authors.
Paulinus of Milan (late 4th-early 5th century). 
Personal secretary and biographer of Ambrose of 
Milan. He took part in the Pelagian controversy.
Paulinus of Nola (355-431). Roman senator and 
distinguished Latin poet whose frequent encoun-
ters with Ambrose of Milan (c. 333-397) led to 
his eventual conversion and baptism in 389. He 
eventually renounced his wealth and influential 
position and took up his pen to write poetry in 
service of Christ. He also wrote many letters to, 
among others, 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 Au-
gustine 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 ar-
guments 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 Alex-
andria. He marked (and very probably initiated) 
the reaction at Alexandria against extreme doc-
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trines of Origen. During the persecution of 
Christians in Alexandria, Peter was arrested and 
beheaded by Roman officials. Eusebius of Cae-
sarea described him as “a model bishop, remark-
able for his virtuous life and his ardent study of 
the Scriptures.”
Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 B.C.-c. A.D. 50). Jew-
ish-born exegete who greatly influenced Chris-
tian patristic interpretation of the Old 
Testament. Born to a rich family in Alexandria, 
Philo was a contemporary of Jesus and lived an 
ascetic and contemplative life that makes some 
believe he was a rabbi. His interpretation of 
Scripture based the spiritual sense on the literal. 
Although influenced by Hellenism, Philo’s theol-
ogy remains thoroughly Jewish.
Philoxenus of Mabbug (c. 440-523). Bishop of 
Mabbug (Hierapolis) and a leading thinker in the 
early Syrian Orthodox Church. His extensive 
writings in Syriac include a set of thirteen Dis-
courses on the Christian Life, several works on the in-
carnation and a number of exegetical works.
Photius (c. 820-891). An important Byzantine 
churchman and university professor of philosophy, 
mathematics and theology. He was twice the patri-
arch of Constantinople. First he succeeded Igna-
tius 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 impor-
tant theological work is Address on the Mystagogy 
of the Holy Spirit, in which he articulates his op-
position 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 Li-
brary (Bibliotheca).
Poemen (c. fifth century). One-seventh of the say-
ings in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers are attributed 
to Poemen, which is Greek for shepherd. Poemen 
was a common title among early Egyptian desert 
ascetics, and it is unknown whether all of the say-
ings 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.
Potamius of Lisbon (fl. 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 (fl. 550-560). Bishop of Hadrumetum 
in North Africa (modern Tunisia) and one of the 
few Africans to support the condemnation of the 
Three Chapters. Drawing on Augustine and Ty-
conius, he wrote a commentary on the Apoca-
lypse, which in allegorizing fashion views the 
work as referring to the history of the church.
Procopius of Gaza (c. 465-c. 530). A Christian 
exegete educated in Alexandria. He wrote numer-
ous 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). Probably a 
lay monk and supporter of the theology of Augus-
tine 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 Chris-
tian writing. He wrote didactic poems on the the-
ology 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 con-
jured life of Clement of Rome. Written in a form 
of popular legend, the stories from Clement’s life, 
including his opposition to Simon Magus, illus-
trate and promote articles of Christian teaching. 
It is likely that the corpus is a derivative of a num-
ber of Gnostic and Judeo-Christian writings. 
Dating the corpus is a complicated issue.
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (fl. 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 Areo-
pagiticum (or Dionysiacum). These writings were 
the foundation of the apophatic school of mysti-
cism in their denial that anything can be truly 
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predicated of God.
Pseudo-Macarius (fl. c. 390). An anonymous 
writer and ascetic (from Mesopotamia?) active in 
Antioch whose badly edited works were attrib-
uted to Macarius of Egypt. He had keen insight 
into human nature, prayer and the inner life. His 
work includes some one hundred discourses and 
homilies.
Quodvultdeus (fl. 430). Carthaginian bishop 
and friend of Augustine who endeavored to show 
at length how the New Testament fulfilled the 
Old Testament.
Rufinus of Aquileia (c. 345-411). Orthodox 
Christian thinker and historian who nonetheless 
translated and preserved the works of Origen, 
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 (fl. 200). Allegedly the author of the her-
esy which maintains that the Father and Son are a 
single person. The patripassian variant of this her-
esy states that the Father suffered on the cross.
Sahdona (fl. 635-640). Known in Greek as Mar-
tyrius, 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 masterpieces of Syriac monas-
tic literature. 
Salvian the Presbyter of Marseilles (c. 400-c. 
480). An important author for the history of his 
own time. He saw the fall of Roman civilization 
to the barbarians as a consequence of the repre-
hensible conduct of Roman Christians. In The 
Governance of God he developed the theme of di-
vine providence.
Second Letter of Clement (c. 150). The so-called 
Second Letter of Clement is an early Christian ser-
mon probably written by a Corinthian author, 
though some scholars have assigned it to a Ro-
man or Alexandrian author.
Severian of Gabala (fl. c. 400). A contemporary 
of John Chrysostom, he was a highly regarded 
preacher in Constantinople, particularly at the 
imperial court, and ultimately sided with Chry-

sostom’s accusers. He wrote homilies on Genesis.
Severus of Antioch (fl. 488-538). A monophy-
site theologian, consecrated bishop of Antioch 
in 522. Born in Pisidia, he studied in Alexan-
dria and Beirut, taught in Constantinople 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 Ephesus 
in 431, where he played an important role in de-
posing Nestorius. He knew Greek but wrote in 
Coptic, and his literary activity includes homi-
lies, catecheses on monastic subjects, letters, 
and a couple of theological treatises.
Shepherd of Hermas (second century). Divided 
into five Visions, twelve Mandates and ten Simili-
tudes, this Christian apocalypse was written by a 
former slave and named for the form of the sec-
ond angel said to have granted him his visions. 
This work was highly esteemed for its moral 
value and was used as a textbook for catechumens 
in the early church.
Sulpicius Severus (c. 360-c. 420). An ecclesiasti-
cal writer from Bordeaux born of noble parents.  
Devoting himself to monastic retirement, he be-
came a personal friend and enthusiastic 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.
Tertullian of Carthage (c. 155/160-225/250; fl. 
c. 197-222). Brilliant Carthaginian apologist and 
polemicist who laid the foundations of Christol-
ogy and trinitarian orthodoxy in the West, 
though he himself was later estranged from the 
catholic tradition due to its laxity. 
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.
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Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428). Bishop of 
Mopsuestia, founder of the Antiochene, or literal-
istic, 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) under 
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 Testament texts 
as a lucid exponent of Antiochene exegesis.
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 Alexan-
dria.
Theophanes (775-845). Hymnographer and 
bishop of Nicaea (842-845). He was persecuted 
during the second iconoclastic period for his sup-
port of the Seventh Council (Second Council of 
Nicaea, 787). He wrote many hymns in the tradi-
tion of the monastery of Mar Sabbas that were 
used in the Paraklitiki.
Theophilus of Antioch (late second century). 
Bishop of Antioch. His only surviving work is Ad 
Autholycum, where we find the first Christian 
commentary on Genesis and the first use of the 
term Trinity. Theophilus’s apologetic literary heri-
tage had influence on Irenaeus and possibly Ter-
tullian.
Theophylact of Ohrid (c. 1050-c. 1108). Byzan-
tine 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 Testament except for 
Revelation.
Valentinus (fl. c. 140). Alexandrian heretic of the 
mid-second century who taught that the material 
world was created by the transgression of God’s 
Wisdom, or Sophia (see Gnostics).
Valerian of Cimiez (fl. c. 422-439). Bishop of 
Cimiez. He participated in the councils of Riez 
(439) and Vaison (422) with a view to strength-
ening church discipline.  He supported Hilary of 
Arles in quarrels with Pope Leo I.
Verecundus (d. 552). An African Christian 
writer, who took an active part in the christologi-
cal controversies of the sixth century, especially in 
the debate on Three Chapters. He also wrote alle-
gorical commentaries on the nine liturgical 
church canticles. 
Victorinus of Petovium (d. c. 304). Latin bibli-
cal exegete. With multiple works attributed 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. Vic-
torinus died during the first year of Diocletian’s 
persecution, probably in 304.
Vincent of Lérins (d. before 450). Monk who 
has exerted considerable influence through his 
writings on orthodox dogmatic theological 
method, as contrasted with the theological meth-
odologies of the heresies.
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location

 

British 
Isles

Gaul Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern Africa

 2nd century

Irenaeus of Lyons, 
c. 135-c. 202 (Greek)

Clement of Rome, fl. c. 92-101 
(Greek)

Shepherd of Hermas, c. 140 (Greek)

Justin Martyr (Ephesus, Rome), 
c. 100/110-165 (Greek)

Valentinus the Gnostic (Rome), 
fl. c. 140 (Greek)

Marcion (Rome), fl. 144 (Greek)

3rd century

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)

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)

Theodotus the Valentinian, 
2nd cent. (Greek)

Clement of Alexandria, 
c. 150-215 (Greek)

Polycarp of Smyrna, c. 69-155 
(Greek)

Athenagoras (Greece), fl. 176-
180 (Greek)

Montanist Oracles, late 2nd cent. 
(Greek)

Didache (Egypt?),  c. 100 
(Greek)

Ignatius of Antioch, c. 35–
107/112 (Greek)

Theophilus of Antioch, 
c. late 2nd cent. (Greek)

Second Letter of Clement 
(spurious; Corinth, 
Rome, Alexandria?) 
(Greek), c. 150 

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)

Gregory Thaumaturgus (Neo-
caesarea), fl.  c.  248-264 
(Greek)

Methodius of Olympus (Lycia), 
d. c. 311 (Greek)

Mani (Manichaeans), 
c. 216-276

Pseudo-Clementines
3rd cent. (Greek)
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location

 

British 
Isles

Gaul Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern Africa

Lactantius,  c. 260- 330 
(Latin)

Hilary of Poitiers, 
c. 315-367 (Latin)

Hosius of Cordova, d. 357 
(Latin)

Potamius of Lisbon, 
fl. c. 350-360 (Latin)

Gregory of Elvira, 
fl. 359-385 (Latin)

Prudentius, c. 348-c. 410 
(Latin)

Pacian of Barcelona, 4th 
cent. (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)

Faustinus (Rome), fl. 380 (Latin)

Filastrius of Brescia, fl. 380 (Latin)

Ambrosiaster (Italy?), fl. c. 366-384 
(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)

Paulus Orosius, b. c. 380
(Latin)

Fastidius  
(Britain),
c. 4th-5th 
cent. 
(Latin)

Sulpicius Severus (Bordeaux), 
c. 360-c. 420/425 (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)

Aponius, fl. 405-415 (Latin)

Chromatius (Aquileia), fl. 400 
(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)

Quodvultdeus (Carthage), 
fl. 430 (Latin)

Augustine of Hippo, 354-430 (Latin)

Luculentius, 5th cent. (Latin)

P
eriod

4th century
5th century

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Alexandria* and Egypt Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

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)

Horsiesi, c. 305-390 
(Coptic/Greek)

Athanasius of Alexandria, 
c. 295-373; fl. 325-373 
(Greek)

Macarius of Egypt, c. 300-
c. 390 (Greek)

Didymus (the Blind) of 
Alexandria, 313-398 
(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)

Eustathius of Antioch, fl. 325 
(Greek)

Eusebius of Emesa, 
c. 300-c. 359 (Greek)

Ephrem the Syrian, 
c. 306-373 (Syriac)

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)

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)

Diodore of Tarsus, 
d. c.  394 (Greek)

Jerome (Rome, 
Antioch, Bethle-
hem), c. 347-419 
(Latin)

Commodius, c. 3rd or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Palladius of Helenopolis 
(Egypt), c. 365-425 
(Greek)

Cyril of Alexandria, 
375-444 (Greek)

Nestorius (Constantinople), c. 
381-c. 451 (Greek)

Basil of Seleucia, fl. 440-468 
(Greek)

Diadochus of Photice (Mace-
donia), 400-474 (Greek)

Book of Steps, c. 400 (Syriac)

Severian of Gabala, fl. c. 400 
(Greek)

Nilus of Ancyra, d.c. 430 
(Greek)

Eznik of Kolb, fl. 430-
450 (Armenian)

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 Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern 
Africa

 5th century   (cont.)

Hilary of Arles, c. 401-449 
(Latin)

Eusebius of Gaul, 5th cent.
(Latin)

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)

Leo the Great (Rome), regn. 440-
461 (Latin)

Arnobius the Younger (Rome),
fl. c. 450 (Latin)

Ennodius (Arles, Milan, Pavia)
c. 473-521 (Latin)

 6th century

Caesarius of Arles, c. 470-543 
(Latin)

Paschasius of Dumium 
(Portugal), c. 515-c. 580 
(Latin)

Leander of Seville, c. 545-
c. 600 (Latin)

Martin of Braga, fl. 568-
579 (Latin)

Epiphanius the Latin, late 5th–early 
6th cent. (Latin)

Eugippius, c. 460- c. 533 (Latin)

Benedict of Nursia, c. 480-547 
(Latin)

Cassiodorus (Calabria), c. 485-
c. 540 (Latin)

Gregory the Great (Rome), c. 540-
604 (Latin)

Gregory of Agrigentium, d. 592
(Greek)

Fulgentius of Ruspe, 
c. 467-532 (Latin)

Verecundus, d. 552 (Latin)

Primasius, fl. 550-560 (Latin)

Facundus of Hermiane, 
fl. 546-568 (Latin)

 

Adamnan, c. 624-
704 (Latin)

Isidore of Seville, c. 560-
636 (Latin)

Braulio of Saragossa, 
c. 585-651 (Latin)

Fructuosus of Braga, d.c. 
665 (Latin)

Paterius, 6th/7th cent. (Latin)

       8th-12th century

Bede the 
Venerable, 
c. 672/673-735 
(Latin)

P
eriod

7th century

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Alexandria* and 
Egypt

Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Location Unknown

Ammonius of Alexan-
dria, c. 460 (Greek)

Poemen, 5th cent. 
(Greek)

Besa the Copt, 5th cent.

Shenoute, c. 350-466 
(Coptic)

Gennadius of Constanti-
nople, d. 471 (Greek)

John of Antioch, d. 441/2 
(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)

Olympiodorus, early
6th cent. 

Oecumenius (Isauria), 
6th cent. (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 the Great, c. 550-
628 (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)

Maximus the Confessor 
(Constantinople), 
c. 580-662 (Greek)

Theophanes (Nicaea),
775-845 (Greek)

Cassia (Constantinople),
c. 805-c. 848/867
(Greek)

Arethas of Caesarea (Con-
stantinople/Caesarea), c. 
860-940 (Greek)

Photius (Constantinople), c. 
820-891 (Greek)

Symeon the New Theolo-
gian (Constantinople), 
949-1022 (Greek)

Theophylact of Ohrid (Bul-
garia), 1050-1126 (Greek)

Sahdona/Martyrius, fl. 
635-640 (Syriac)

John of Damascus ( John 
the Monk), c. 650-750 
(Greek)

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)

(Pseudo-) Constantius, 
before 7th cent.? 
(Greek)

Andreas, c. 7th cent. 
(Greek)
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Esau and, 44, 398
faith of, 40

Isaac and, 268
John the Baptist and, 299
kings and, 318
Laban and, 97
lying and, 294
providence to, 31
service of, 97
tomb of, 77
wives of, 194

Jael, 116-17
James, 38
Japheth, 82
jealousy, 278-79. See also envy
Jebus, 85-86
Jebusites, 81-82, 85-86, 107, 

171, 342
Jemini, 111, 227
Jephthah, 136-40
Jephunneh, 76
Jeremiah, 203-4
Jericho

capturing, 22, 95
fall of, 33-41, 265
represents world, 10, 60
spies in, 7-15

Jeroboam, 253
Jerome, 355
Jerubbaal, 120, 121, 132. See also 

Gideon
Jerusalem, 28, 64, 74, 81-82, 85-

86, 98, 171, 184, 266
Jesse, 262, 268
Jesus Christ

Abraham and, xxii
Adam and, xviii
alive and dead, 104-5
ancestry of, 82, 181-82351, 

363
appeared to Joshua, 31
as armor, 275-76
baptism and, 17-18
blood of, 14, 88-89
Boaz represents, 191
as bridegroom, 190-91
bull represents, 122
called arrow, 329
chief of God’s army, 31
church and, 151, 191, 276-

77
circumcision of, 25
clinging to, 296
coming of, 40
David and, 243, 268-69
David represents, 244, 268, 

271-72, 280, 283, 285-86, 
303, 316, 354-55, 401

descended into hell, 158-
59, 323

dew represents, 124-26
doing all things through, 

118-19
Ebenezer represents, 223
exaltation of, 17-18, 22-23
genealogy of, 294
Gideon represents, 131
head of all, 72
horn of, 204
humanity and divinity of, 

xxiii, 14-15, 303
humility of, 267-68
images of, 31
Isaac represents, 194
John the Baptist and, 230-

31
Joseph represents, 194
Joshua represents, xxviii, 2-

3, 6, 15-17, 25
judgment of, 204
kid/sheep represents, 122
as king and priest, 294
kings and, 64-65
kingship of, 228-29
knows mind and spirit, 51
law and, xvii, 47, 51-52, 67, 

228
lion represents, 147-49
love of, 240
meaning of, 261
ministry of, 124-25
need for, 320-21
New Testament and, xviii
Old Testament and, xxi, 

xxviii
opposition of, 60
overcame the world, 38
Passover and, 29-30
peace of, 69-70
preaching of, 315-16
prophecy about, xxii, 228
reverence for, 23
rock/stone represents, 25, 

97, 121, 274
Ruth and, 181-82
Samson represents, 158, 

163
Samuel represents, 194, 

221
Saul represents, 284
second coming of, 72, 204
sin and, 69
soldiers of, 60
temple of God, 350
tempted by bread, 394
winning favor from, 199

Jesus, son of Sirach, 323
Jether, 227

Jethra, 227
Jewish Scriptures, xvii. See also 

Hebrew Bible
Jews, xvii, 126, 280, 316
Jezebel, 237
Joab, 279, 387-88
Joash, 120
Job, 88, 114, 182, 279
Jobab, 65-66
John, 38, 52, 138
John the Baptist

announcement of birth, 
159

Boaz represents, 189
Christ and, 230-31, 243
food of, 394
oath of Herod and, 139, 

299
spies represent, 8

Jonah, xxii
Jonathan, 289, 291, 329, 334
Jonathan, 246-52

Amalek and disobedience 
of, 253

armor bearer and, 247
breaks Saul’s oath, 248-49
daring exploit of, 248
gluttony of, 249
guilt by lot, 249-51
leads raid, 246-48
life spared, 251-52
meaning of, 247
Saul and, 245, 291
tasted honey, 119

Jordan River
Israel crosses, 15-19, 24
memorial stones at, 20-21, 

23
Joseph, 7, 97, 142, 194, 233, 

294, 318
Joshua

Ai and, 46-49
baptism and, 16-17
bread received through, 28
burial of, 98
Canaanites and, 68-70
Christ and, xxviii
circumcised Israel, 24-27
commands the tribes, 6-7
courage of, 58
curse of, 40-41
death of, 97-98
deeds of, 18-19
divine selection and com-

mission of, 1-5, 12
entered promised land, 75-

76
exaltation of, 22-23
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Gibeonites and, 53-60
Jericho and, 33-41
Jordon stopped by, 19
kings and, 70-71
leader of heavenly host and, 

30-31, 37
Levites and, 73
military success of, 68
Moses and, 2, 25, 29-30, 

58, 71, 74, 89, 97-98
name of, 2, 14
providence made visible to, 

31
quality of, 3
represents Christ, 2-3, 6, 

15-17, 25
reverence for, 23
as Savior, 16
spies of, 8-14
sun and, 58-59, 160, 166
valiance of, 4
vision of, 32
worthiness of, 58

Jovinianus, 136
Judah, 74-75, 78-79, 90, 99, 

138, 329
Judas, 233, 299, 382
Jude, 16, 38
Judea, 125
judgment, 204, 234, 262, 336, 

367, 384. See also God, judg-
ment of

judgment day, 4
Judith, 114
just, the, 193, 250, 295-96
just war, 46
justice, 175
Kadesh, 78
Keilah, 300
Kenaz, 80, 111
Keturah, 77
kid, 122
killing, 331-32
kindness, 211
king, 118
kingdom of God, 316, 351, 389
kingship, 228-29
kinship, 219-20
Kiriath-jearim, 221
Kish, 227, 229
knowledge, 104
Kohath, 90
koino4nia, 328
Korah, 253, 381
Laban, 97
Lachish, 63
law(s)

Bathsheba represents, 356

Christ and, xvii, 51-52, 228
death of, 2
of flesh, 162-63
fulfillment of, 67, 256
Gideon’s fleece and, 124
gospel and, 23
grace and, 124
Jewish Scriptures and, xvii
letter and spirit of, 3
second, 50-51
testimonies to, 37-38
zeal for God’s, 211
See also Moses, law and

laziness, 246
leaders, 230, 390, 397, 399
Leah, 7, 77, 194
Levi, 75
Levites, 16, 73, 89-90
Libnah, 62
lion, 147-49
living water, 157
logicians, 245
Lord’s Prayer, 197
Lot, 114, 260, 310
lots, 89-90
love, xxvi, 291, 305
Lucifer, 3
Luke, 38, 294, 363
lust, 394-95
lying, 10, 292-93, 380
lyre, 265, 283
Macedonians, 329
Malchishua, 329
Manasseh, 7, 74, 82, 91
Mani, 329
Manichaeans, xxvi, 317, 337
Manichaeus, 153
manna, 28-30, 293
Manoah, 142-45
Mara, 184. See also Naomi
Marcion, xviii, 62, 342
Marcionites, xxiv
Mark, 38
marriage, 150, 166, 190
Levite, concubine and the, 168-

75
martyrs

army of, 131-32
church and, 277
conquers flesh, 335
relics of, 157
sacrifice of, 138, 140
true, 282

Mary, 114, 127, 346, 351
Masoretes, xxxi
Masoretic text, xxxi
Matthew, 38, 264, 294, 363
maturity, 52

meditation, 5
Megiddo, 247
Melchizedek, order of, 221
memorial stones, 20-21
mercy seat, 75
mercy, 338. See also clemency
Merom, 65
Mesopotamia, 110
Messiah, xvii, xxii
Methuselah, 72
Micah, 300
mice, 216-18
Michal, 285, 338, 347-49
Michmash, 246
Midbar, 26
Midian, 114, 119
Midianites, 119, 128-32
Migron, 247
mind, 141, 276, 322
miracles, 58
mistakes, 387
Mizpah, 175, 223
Moab, 8, 98, 136, 182
Moabites, 113, 354
money, 44, 160
monks, 368
moon, 38
Moses

appearance of, 323
baptism and, 17
death and burial of, 2, 98
dew of, 126
divine election of, 12
enemies of, 399
example of, 118
holy ground and, 32
images and, 262
Joshua and, 2, 25, 29-30, 

58, 71, 74, 89, 97-98
kings and, 318
law and, 2, 17, 25, 27, 67, 

70, 97, 237
Levites and, 73
olive and, 134
on priests, 226
represents Christ, 16, 19
Samuel and, 239-41
those instructed by, 91
works of, 239-40

Mount Ebal, 51
Mount Ephraim, 87, 97-98, 

169, 171, 300
Mount Gerezim, 51
Mount Horeb, 237
Mount of Gaash, 97-98
Mount of Olives, 372
Mount Sinai, 85
Mount Zion, 86

mountains, 383
music, 38, 265
Nabal, 114, 309-13
Nahash, 236-37
names in Scripture, 380
Naomi, 182, 184-87
Narcissus, 262
Nathan

confronts David, 358-63
and Davidic covenant, 351-

52
heals David, 362
in Jesus’ genealogy, 294
temple and, 350, 353

Nathanael, 260
nations, 91, 373
natural elements, 333
Nebuchadnezzar, 114, 233
Negeb, 100
Ner, 316, 339
New Testament, 126-27
Noah, 40, 72, 82, 130, 134, 394
Nob, 300
nobility, 346
Novatian, 144
nuns, 368
oak of Mamre, 268
oath, 139, 248, 310-11. See also 

promise(s); vows
Obed, 192
obedience, 256-57, 392
oil, 232
Old Latin, xxx
Old Testament, xxi, xxviii, xxix-

xxxi, 126-27
Oreb, 132
original sin, 308
Orpah, 183, 354
Othniel, 80, 110-11
pagan literature, 93
pagans, xvii, 324
Palestine, 30, 215
Pamphilus, xxvii
parable of the rich man and the 

poor man, 358-60
paradise, 103, 323
parsimony, 395
passion of Christ, 284
passions, 66-67, 266, 306-7, 368
Passover, 28-30, 330
pastor, 397, 399
pastoral care, 385
patience, 284, 314
Paul

called a Benjaminite, 177
calls us to worship, 184
Christ and, 104, 274
the Corinthians and, 260
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David and, 376
the devil and, 279
the Gentiles and, 8
good conscience of, 238
grace and, 146
and his enemies, 399
Holy Spirit and, 264
Judaism and, xvii
love of, 240, 399
on the meaning of  “alone,” 

222
in paradise, 323
perfection of, 60
Satan and, 237
Saul and, 302
Scripture and, xvii, 357

Pelagians, xxvi
Pelagius, 266
penance, 339, 364
Penninah, 194-95
perfection, 84, 96, 221
Perizzites, 83
persecution, 296, 314
perseverance, 244
Persia, 86
Persis, 114
Peter

Christ and, 104, 357
dream of, 383
and his enemies, 399
Holy Spirit and, 233, 264
Jews and, 8
providence made visible to, 

31
teachers and, 250

Pharaoh, 37, 68, 233, 318
Pharisees, 8, 29, 98, 221, 280, 

329, 399
Philip, 260
Philistines

ark of the covenant and, 
219

David among, 324-25
Delilah and, 146
God and, 215
Israel and, 109, 141, 212, 

245
mice and, 216-17
represents faithlessness, 

158
represents heretics, 329
represents lower world, 158
rule of, 142
Samson and, 152-53, 155

Philo, xxi
Philocalia, xxiv
philosophers, 42-43
philosophy, xix-xxi, 113, 325, 

348
Phinehas, 207, 211, 214
Phogor, 98
Phrygia, 144
Phrygians, 144
Pilate, 316, 351
pilgrims, 324
poets, 42-43, 245
Potiphar, 7
power, 256
powers, 30-31, 111. See also 

heavenly powers
prayer

action and, 240-41
characteristics of, 200-201
definition of, 199
for enemies, 241
Holy Spirit and, 239
intercession and, 166
power of, 239
silent, 198-99
watchfulness and, 196

preaching, 213. See also Jesus 
Christ, preaching of; 
priest(s), preaching of

presbyters, 72
pride, 110, 256, 264
priest(s)

ark and, 16
behavior of true, 16
honoring, 208
laity and, 226, 242-43
opposing, 381
preaching of, 34-35
role of, 16

principalities, 38, 60
Priscilla, 114
progress, 111
promises, 139, 254. See also 

oaths; vows
prophecy

cause of, 286-87
charity and, 287-88
classes of, 361
demons and, 323
holiness and, 286
Holy Spirit and, 393
messianic, 351-52
occasional nature of, 350
Psalms and, 263

prophets, 12, 227-28, 231-32
prostitutes, 9
proud, the, 249-50
providence, 31, 90
prudence, 356, 371
Psalms, 263
Psalter, 74
Ptolemy II, xxix

punishment
of Ammon, 369
corporate, 396, 398
dispensing, 253
eternal and temporal, 363-

64
of the guilty, 323-33
for faults/sins, 213, 344 

forgiveness and, 361-62
Pythagoras, 265
Rachel, 77, 194, 214
Rahab

Israel and, 40, 55-56
patristic commentary on, 

xxix
piety of, 36
represents the church, 40
spies and, 7-15
virginity of, 40

Rama, 171
reason, 254, 262, 394-95
rebuke, 358. See also correction
Rechab, 340
reconciliation, 338
Rebecca, 77
redemption, xvii, 88-89
Red Sea, 17, 19, 56, 85
relic, 156-57
repentance, 12, 166-67, 254, 

362-65
Rephaites, 83-84
resentment, 308
respect, 306
resurrection, 90, 204
Reuben, 7, 74, 82, 91
reverence, 242, 304-5, 382
rhetoricians, 42, 245
righteousness, 59, 64-66, 94, 

275, 282
right eye, 236-37
Rimon, 340
rival, 195
rock, 25, 121
Romans, 260, 398
Rome, 53
Rufinus, xxviii
Rule of Faith, xxii, 244
ruler, 230. See also king
rumors, 333
Ruth

Abraham and, 184
Boaz and, 184, 186-87, 

189-92
divine reward for, 186
faith and, 184
in genealogy of Christ, 181-

82
law and, 182

love for God of, 191-92
loyalty of, 184
made an Israelite, 184
a Moabite, 182
Naomi and, 184-85
Orpah and, 183, 354
represents church, 183-84, 

189, 191-92
virtues of, 187-88

Sabbath, 33, 293
sacraments, 62
sacrifice(s), 122, 138-40, 256-

57. See also human sacrifice
sacrilege, 27
saints, 31, 54, 73, 92, 101-2
Salathiel, 99
Salmana, 132
Salt Sea, 79
salvation

attaining, 51
church and, 14
day lengthened for, 59
differences in, 53-54
divine and humans wills 

and, 235-36
house of, 14
through humility, 398-99
Rahab and, 10
repentance procures, 12

Samaria, 9
Samaritans, 124
Samson

Adam and, 167
birth of, 142, 145-46
capture of, 155
death of, 165-67
Delilah and, 146, 159-64
destiny of, 142
divine rejection of, 159
escapes Gaza, 157-59
final triumph of, 165-66 
hair of, 164
Holy Spirit and, 145
jawbone of ass and, 154-57
marriage of, 151
parents of, 142-43
Philistines and, 152-53, 

155, 163-64
represents Christ, 158, 163
revenge of, 151-54
riddle/wager of, 148-51
slays lion, 147-48
strength of, 146
weapon of, 273

Samuel
actions of, 223
anointed David, 243, 261-

63
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birth of, 142, 200-201
brought up by medium, 

320-22
called a seer, 393
calling of, 209-11
despised by Israel, 224-25
divine election of, 12
Eli and, 71, 221
good conscience of, 238
in Hades, 320, 323
Hannah and, 197
insults and, 208
John the Baptist and, 243
on kings, 226
love of, 240
meaning of, 198
Moses and, 239-41
praised himself, 238
represents Christ, 194, 221
represents Israel, 259
Saul and, 229, 230-31, 233, 

238, 242-43, 253-55, 260
sons of, 224
time of, 183
works of, 239-40

sandals, 32, 190
Sanhedrin, 271
Sarah, xxii, 77, 194, 214, 282
Satan, 96, 237, 264, 275
Saul

Agag and, 48
anointing of, 223, 232
Caiaphas and, 286-87
Christ persecuted by, 302
consults a medium, 319-22
daughters of, 280
David and, 258, 282, 284, 

286, 290, 292, 304
death of, 328-30, 332
deceived by daughter, 285
deceived by devil, 321
dishonored, 242, 382
divine election of, 225, 254
divine will and, 235
envy and, 278-79
fasting and, 237, 248-52
fate of, 279
genealogy of, 227
Holy Spirit and, 264
inward change of, 234
jealousy of, 42, 396
Jonathan and, 245, 291
kingdom of, 243
nature of, 281
meddling of duties and, 242
oath of, 248-49
prophesying of, 287-88
rejection of, 255-59

represents Christ, 304
represents devil, 303
represents Jews, 280
represents persecutors, 286
represents pride, 265
sacrifice performed by, 241-

44
Samuel and, 229-31, 238, 

242-43, 253-55, 260
sin of, 244, 257-59
spiritual immaturity of, 247
two spirits and, 233
witchcraft and, 242

scarlet cord, 14
scorpions, 78
scribes, 8, 280, 329, 399
Scripture

confidence in, 357
contemplating, 4-5
early Christians and, xvii
Holy Spirit and, 320
mirror of, 319
patristic interpretation of, 

xvii
sexes in, 52
on silence of, 138
spiritual interpretation of, 

xx
sea, 84-85
seasons, 5
security, 292
sedition, 381
seers, 227-28
Segub, 41
self-discipline, 4
senses, 59-60
Septuagint, xxix-xxx, 23, 94-95
shame, 291
Sheba, 373
sheep, 122
Shem, 82
Sheshai, 80
Shiloh, 85
Shimei, 372-73, 375-76
Shittim, 9
Sidonites, 72-73
sight, 227
silence, 375
Simeon, 90
Simon, 243, 260. See also Peter
sins(s)

avenging one’s, 387-88
battle against, 48
church and, 42
divine honor and, 229 
flee from, 286
forgiveness of, 339, 363-64
fruit of, 83

humility atones for, 243-44
ignorance and, 88
nature of, 65
punishment for, 213
reign of, 62
repentance and, 166-67
reproach of, 27
that leads to death, 207

sinlessness, 107
sinners, 193, 218
Sisera, 114-17
slaves, 226
smith, 245
Sodom, 260
Solomon 

David and, 243, 351
and Ecclesiasticus, 323
envy subverted, 279
genealogy of Christ and, 

294
lust of, 359-60
peace of, 113
on sin, 65
sin of, 244
as son of God, 351

song, 118, 391
son of God, 351
sorrow, 314
soul(s)

beauty of, 262
body of, after death, 321-22
body and, 193, 322, 356
freedom of, 276
immortality of, 321
mind and, 276
nature and existence of, 233
the perfect, 286
zeal for, 260

speech, 161-62
spies, 8-14
spirits, 32
spiritual ambidexterity, 112
spiritual interpretation, xxvi
spiritual teaching, 329
spittle, 295
state, church and, 258
statutes, 211
stealing, 42
stela, 315
stone(s), 50, 274
strength, 115, 164
struggles, 103, 295-96
success, 141
suffering, 56-57, 195, 282, 284, 

376
symphony, 343
synagogue, 194, 309
tabernacle, 75, 84-85, 210, 212

Talmai, 80
Tamar, 80, 181, 191, 368-69
tau, 129-30
teachers, 230, 250-51
tears, 100-103
temperance, 129, 395
temple, 74-75, 210, 215
temptations, 78
teraphim, 300
Terebinth, 268
Thamnath Sore, 97
Thamnatha, 146
thanksgiving, 349
theater, 346
Theotokos, 31
Theological Orations, xxiii
theology, 5
time, 58
Timnah, 146
tolerance, 205
tongue of gold, 42-43
transgression(s), 41-42, 45
trials, 108, 182
tribulation, 59
Trinity, 6, 91, 151, 237, 268
trumpet, 38
truth, 22, 133, 272-73
typology, xxii, xxviii
tyrants, 226
unbelief, 392
union, 63
unity, 328
uprightness, 129
Uriah, 356, 361
Uzzah, 344-45
Uzziah, 276, 382
vainglory, 278
Valentinians, xxiv, 144
Valentinus, 62, 144
valor, 4, 339
Vandals, 337
vanity, 249-50
veneration, 31
vengeance, 387-88
vice(s), 3, 166-67, 286
Virgil, xxv
Virgin, 131. See also Mary; The-

otokos
virginity, 134, 136, 176. See also 

chastity
virtue(s), 75-76, 178, 193-94, 

221, 291
visions, 142-43, 145
voice, 33-34
victory, 37, 66, 94, 118
vows, 136. See also oaths; prom-

ises
Vulgate, xxv, xxx
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war(s), 63, 95
wasps, 95
ways, two, 63
weapons, 272-75
white, 62-63
wickedness, 371
will, 356. See also free will; will 

of God
will of God, 44, 68, 235-36, 376
window, 14-15
winepress, 120, 318

wisdom, 135, 175, 199, 237, 
314

wise men, 218
witchcraft, 242
witch of Endor, 321. See also 

Saul, consults a medium
witnesses, 96-97
wives, 193-94
wizards, 319
women, 114
wonder, 144

woodland, 84
word of God, 63, 113, 125-26, 

245-46
works, 6-7
world, 36, 38-39, 303-4
worship, 143-44
Zacharias, 159
Zadok, 380
zeal, 260, 345
Zeb, 132
Zebee, 132

Zebulun, 106
Zerah, 42
Zerubbabel, 99
Zeruiah, 375-76
Ziba, 374, 378
Zilpah, 7, 92
Zin, 78
Zion, 98, 342
Ziph, 301-2
Zoar, 260



455

Scripture Index

Genesis
1:27, 65
1:28, 297
1:31, 297, 307
2:2, 36
3, 93
3:1, 65
3:6, 162
3:7, 134
3:14-15, 208
3:16, 214
4:11-12, 4
6:3, 98, 341
7:6, 130
7:17-19, 102
9:3, 394
9:22, 134
9:27, 82
9:28, 130
12, 26
13, 26
15, 26
17:10-14, 26
18:11, 214
18:11-12, 72
19:8, 310
19:15-26, 260
19:37-38, 114
20, 318
21:6, 214
22:12, 139
23:9, 77
23:19, 77
25:30-34, 394
25:34, 98
26:6-11, 318
27:28, 126
29:32, 7, 92
30:10, 92
30:10-11, 7
31:41, 97
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32:14, 97
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35:16-20, 214
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35:29, 72
37:28, 97
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41:50, 7
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Exodus
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15:27, 20
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28, 75
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