




Praise for the 

Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture

“The conspectus of patristic exposition that this series offers has been badly needed for 
several centuries, and the whole Christian world should unite to thank those 

who are undertaking to fill the gap. For the ongoing ecumenical conversation, and the 
accurate appreciation of early Christian thought, and the current hermeneutical 

debate as well, the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture will prove
itself to be a really indispensable resource.”

J. I. Packer
Board of Governors Professor of Theology

Regent College

“In the desert of biblical scholarship that tries to deconstruct or get behind 
the texts, the patristic commentators let the pure, clear waters of Christian faith flow 

from its scriptural source. Preachers, teachers and Bible students of every sort will want 
to drink deeply from the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture.”

Richard John Neuhaus
President, Religion and Public Life

Editor-in-Chief, First Things

“The fathers of the ancient church were enabled, by the grace of God, to interpret the 
divine Scriptures in a way that integrates spirituality and erudition, liturgy 

and dogma, and generally all aspects of our faith which embrace the totality of our life. 
To allow the fathers to speak to us again, in our contemporary situation, in the way 
that you have proposed in your project, provides a corrective to the fragmentation

of the faith which results from the particularization and overspecialization
that exists today in the study of the Holy Bible and of sacred theology.”

Fr. George Dragas
Holy Cross Seminary

“This new but old Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture takes us out of the small, 
closed-minded world in which much modern biblical scholarship is done into an 

earlier time marked by a Christian seriousness, by robust inquiry and by believing faith. 
This Commentary is a fresh breeze blowing in our empty, postmodern world.”

David F. Wells
Andrew Mutch Distinguished Professor of Historical and 

Systematic Theology, Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary



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

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

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

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

Fordham University

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

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

Timothy George
Dean, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

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

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

Elizabeth Achtemeier
Union Professor Emerita of Bible and Homiletics 

Union Theological Seminary in Virginia

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

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

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

addition to any pastor’s library!”

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

Duke University

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

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

George Lawless
Augustinian Patristic Institute and Gregorian University, Rome



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

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

Metropolitan Theodosius
Primate, Orthodox Church in America

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

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

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

Alberto Ferreiro
Professor of History, Seattle Pacific University

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

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

ancient authors in the early centuries of the church.”

H. Wayne House
Professor of Theology and Law

Trinity University School of Law

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

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

conversations on Scripture. I know I am.

Eugene H. Peterson
Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology 

Regent College



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

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

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

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

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

anticipating the publication of this Commentary.”

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

Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese of North America

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

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

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

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

martyrdom, speak with particular authority. The Ancient Christian 

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

by a  ‘great cloud of witnesses.’”

Frederica Mathewes-Green
Commentator, National Public Radio

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

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

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

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

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

ancient Christians to speak to us today.”

Haddon Robinson
Harold John Ockenga Distinguished Professor of Preaching

Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary

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

the forthcoming multivolume series Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture. Here 

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

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

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

Bruce M. Metzger
Professor of New Testament, Emeritus

Princeton Theological Seminary



ANCIENT CHRISTIAN
COMMENTARY ON SCRIPTURE

N e w  Te s ta m e n t

I I

Mark

E d i t e d  b y

Th o m a s  C .  O d e n  &
C h r i s t o p h e r  A .  H a l l

General Editor
Thomas C. Oden

http://www.ivpress.com/academic/


vi

InterVarsity Press

P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426

World Wide Web: www.ivpress.com

E-mail: email@ivpress.com

©1998 by the Institute of Classical Christian Studies (ICCS), Thomas C. Oden and Christopher A. Hall. Retypeset with corrections 2005.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from InterVarsity Press.

InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA®, a student movement active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges and schools 

of nursing in the United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students. For information about local and regional activities, 

write Public Relations Dept., InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA, 6400 Schroeder Rd., P.O. Box 7895, Madison, WI 53707-7895, or visit the IVCF website at 

<www.intervarsity.org>. 

The Scripture quotations contained herein are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted, 1946, 1952, 1971 by the Division of Christian Education of the National 

Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America, and are used by permission. All rights reserved.

The following translations of patristic works, signified in the footnotes by their respective abbreviations, have been used with permission: 

FC Selected excerpts from The Fathers of the Church, 86 volumes. Copyright ©1947-. Used by permission of Catholic University of America Press.

FGFR Selected excerpts from Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning: The Five Theological Orations of Gregory Nazianzen. Intro. and commentary by Frederick W. Norris, 

trans. Lionel Wickham and Frederick Williams. Copyright ©1991. Used by permission of E. J. Brill.

HOG Selected excerpts from Bede the Venerable. Homilies on the Gospels. 2 volumes. Trans. Lawrence T. Martin and David Hurst OSB. Copyright ©1991. Used by 

permission of Cistercian Publications.

JFB Selected excerpts from Journey with the Fathers, Year B. Ed. Edith Barnecut. Copyright ©1993 New City Press. Reprinted by permission of New City Press of the Focolare 

Movement.

JSSS2 Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron: An English Translation of Chester Beatty Syriac MS 709. Trans. and ed. C.  McCarthy.  Journal of 
Semitic Studies Supplement 2. Copyright ©1993. Used by permission of Oxford University Press.

LCC 1 Selected excerpts from Early Christian Fathers. Library of Christian Classics 1. Ed. Cyril C. Richardson. Copyright ©1953. Used by permission of Westminster John 

Knox Press.

LCC 3 Selected excerpts from Christology of the Later Fathers. Library of Christian Classics 3. Ed. Edward Hardy. Copyright ©1954. Used by permission of Westminster John 

Knox Press.

LCC 4 Selected excerpts from Cyril of Jerusalem and Nemesius of Emesa. Library of Christian Classics 4. Ed. William Telfer. Copyright ©1955. Used by permission of 

Westminster John Knox Press.

SSGF Selected excerpts from The Sunday Sermons of the Great Fathers. 4 volumes. Trans. and ed. M. F. Toal. Copyright ©1996. Used by permission of Preservation Press.

Cover photograph: Scala/Art Resource, New York. View of the apse. S. Vitale, Ravenna, Italy.

Spine Photograph: Byzantine Collection, Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C. Pendant cross (gold and enamel). Constantinople, late sixth century.

ISBN 978-0-8308-9743-8 (digital)

ISBN 978-0-8308-1418-3 (print)

http://www.ivpress.com
mailto:email@ivpress.com
http://www.intervarsity.org


vii

Ancient Christian Commentary
Project Research Team

G e n e r a l  E d i t o r
Thomas C. Oden

A s s o c i a t e  E d i t o r
Christopher A. Hall

R e s e a r c h  D i r e c t o r
Jo e l  S c a n d r e t t

E d i t o r i a l  S e r v i c e s  D i r e c t o r
S u s a n  K i p p e r

G r a d u a t e  R e s e a r c h  A s s i s t a n t s
Vincent Bacote Peter Gilbert

Seung Ju Baick Frank Gipson

Edward Blain Michael Glerup

Brian Brewer Patricia Ireland

Thomas Buchan Allen Kerkeslager

Jill Burnett Sergey Kozin

Meesaeng L. Choi Thomas Mauro

Joel Elowsky Michael Monos

Jeffrey Finch Kathryn Riss

Konstantin Gavrilkin Wesley Tink

Bernie Van De Walle

C o m p u t e r  &  t e c h n i c a l  S u p p o r t
Mi c h a e l  Ki p p e r

A d m i n i s t r a t i v e  A s s i s t a n t s
R o b e r t a  Ki s k e r

C o l l e e n  Va n  D e  Wa l l e



PUBLISHER’S NOTE REGARDING 
THIS DIGITAL EDITION
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General Introduction

General Introduction 

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

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

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

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

tury, including the Venerable Bede. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

modern translation from the ancient Christian writers. 

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

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

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

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

ancient Christian writers. 

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

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

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

naria that preceded printing.1 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Patristic Commentary Project. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.

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

Mark
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Many useful contemporary scholarly efforts are underway and are contributing significantly to the

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

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

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

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

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

pus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium, Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum, Texte

und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen Literatur, Die griechischen christlichen

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

critical explanatory detail. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

puter technology. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

tered libraries around the world.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mark
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Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

great minds of the ancient church. 

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

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

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

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

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

for the history of Western literature.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Scripture texts. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

since they are not easily accessible otherwise. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

practical use. 

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

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

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

adapting those traditions for today’s readers. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

denied to hearers of Christian preaching in our time, thus revealing the dogmatic biases of moder-
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nity (modern chauvinism, naturalism and autonomous individualism). 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Buddhist and Confucian commentaries. 

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

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

venerated while not being energetically read. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

traditions. 

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

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

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

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

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

Reformation tradition.

The Ecumenical Range and Intent
Recognition of need for the Fathers’ wisdom ranges over many diverse forms of Christianity. This



xviii

has necessitated the cooperation of scholars of widely diverse Christian communities to accomplish

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

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

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

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

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

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

classicists. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

body of Christ.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

assumptions to overrun these premises. 

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

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

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

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

alter any one of these goals would significantly alter the character of the whole task. We view our



xx

work not only as an academic exercise with legitimate peer review in the academic community, but

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ological advocacy. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

historical-critical traditions. 

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

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

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

telling of pietism.

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

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

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

necessities and hungers of the vast heterogeneous evangelical audience. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

and robust audience. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

judiciously through three steps: 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

more serious possibilities for inclusion. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

this end.

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

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

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

extracts. 

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

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

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

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

tical applicability. 

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

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

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

translation. 

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

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

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

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

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

sion. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

already knows.

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

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

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

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

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

been widely distrusted by the ancient ecumenical tradition. 

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

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

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

out special consultants in Syriac, Coptic and Armenian.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

tian writers. 

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

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

biblical interpretations of women of the ancient Christian tradition. 

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

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

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

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

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

highly divergent early Christian social settings. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

on patristic commentaries. 

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

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

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

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

Scripture. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Christianity. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

on secular texts before his time. 

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

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

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

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

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

clearer, in line with the intent of the author.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

through historical-critical lenses accommodative to modernity. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Scriptures. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

and often indeed camouflaged modern assumptions.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

was recommended so often in the classic tradition.

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

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

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

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

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

(“Scripture is best explained from Scripture”).

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

by the Enlightenment.

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

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

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

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

binic tradition.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

cal effort. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

race. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of patristic intent.

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

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

terion of consensuality. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

that which is ecumenically censured as “Pelagianism.”

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

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

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

11Cf. Adalbert Hamman, Supplementum to PL 1:1959, cols. 1101-1570. 
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We may have been ill-advised to quote this material as “Pelagius” and perhaps might have quoted it

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

specific book of Scripture. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

place identifications.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

by that particular book. 

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

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

right. Principal among these methods are the following:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Graecae and Cetedoc databases. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

evidently alienating to the modern audience. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

assumptions on the text. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



xxxii

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

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

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

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

Chrysologus and Caesarius of Arles.

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

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

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

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

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

therapy, sociology and naturalistic reductionism.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

nicators today. 

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

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

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

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

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

accomplish this design.

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

Mark



General Introduction

xxxiii

This brilliant network of scholars, editors, publishers, technicians and translators, which consti-

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

bic and German, with several more languages under consideration. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

be undertaken. 

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

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

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

port, and accompanied by innumerable gifts of providence. 

Thomas C. Oden

Henry Anson Buttz Professor of Theology, Drew University

General Editor, ACCS
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A Guide to Using This Commentary

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

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

Pericopes of Scripture

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

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

pericope in the commentary on Mark is “1:1-5 The Beginning of the Gospel Mark ”.

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

v

arious 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. 

1:1-5
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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

314-21.
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Introduction to M ark

This introduction is meant to prepare the way for readers to explore Mark through the eyes of the

ancient Christian writers. Our first task is to examine Markan authorship as viewed by his earliest

interpreters. Next we will explore the unique and honored status of Mark among earliest apostolic

texts. Finally we will account for our specific method of investigation into early interpreters of Mark.

Then we will discuss modern problems in reading the fathers.

How Early Christian Writers Viewed the Authorship of Mark
Our purpose here is not to establish the Petrine fountain of Mark’s Gospel on the basis of a critical

evaluation of the historical evidence. Rather, more modestly, we are asking how the early church rea-

soned and what it consensually concluded about the authorship and authority of Mark on the basis of

all the evidence they had available. This is an underlying premise of this whole series: We are not here

trying to correct the ancient Christian writers from the viewpoint of modern historical criteria, but

rather to listen to them reason out of their own premises on such questions as the authorship of Mark.

The early church widely regarded the author of Mark’s Gospel as the authentic voice and inter-

preter of Peter. This view was early stated, largely uncontroverted during the early Christian centuries

and ecumenically received by the church. The primary textual evidence for this viewpoint is strong and

ancient, as we will show. 

The earliest evidence of Markan authorship is set forth by Papias (c. 60-130), the bishop of Hierop-

olis in Phrygia, in the vicinity of the New Testament churches of Colossae and Laodicea. We find this

testimony in a primitive Christian fragment preserved by Eusebius:

But now we must add to the words of his [Papias] which we have already quoted the tradition

which he gives in regard to Mark, the author of the Gospel. It is in the following words:  “This also

John the Presbyter1 said: Mark, having become the interpreter of Peter, wrote down accurately,

though not indeed in order, whatever he remembered of the things said or done by Christ. For

he neither heard the Lord nor accompanied him, but afterward, as I said, he was in company

with Peter, who used to offer teaching as necessity demanded, but with no intention of giving a

1Eusebius thought that Papias distinguished between two Johns: First, the apostle who is numbered among the  “apostles whose witness
belonged to the past and was related by their hearers; the second is called presbyter and a disciple of the Lord like Aristion, whose witnesses
are given in person” (Papias 5, EEC 449; TLG 2018.002, 3.39.5.1-6.1).
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connected account of the Lord’s discourses. So Mark committed no error in thus writing some

single points as he remembered them. For upon one thing he fixed his attention: to leave out

nothing of what he had heard and to make no false statements in them.” (Fragments of Papias,

from Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 3.39.14-15)2

Papias is remembered by Irenaeus as a man of primitive age,  “the hearer of John, and a companion of

Polycarp.”3 Born around A.D. 60 (about the time Paul first preached in Rome), Papias was quite possi-

bly a contemporary of John. In any case he had the privilege of hearing at least the second generation

and possibly the first generation of apostolic preaching, and passed on the Johannine tradition that he

had received. Papias lived in a region where the gospel tradition flourished quite early, as is evident

from Paul’s missionary itinerary reported in Acts 16:6 and 18:23.4 And we read of persons from Phry-

gia being present in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:10). Papias understood himself to be

simply passing along a tradition already solidly established. There is no evidence to suggest that Papias

was reconfiguring the tradition or inventively reshaping it. 

This earliest Phrygian tradition attests to five key points of ancient tradition regarding Markan

authorship: 

■ Mark interpreted Peter accurately
■ Peter was Mark’s chief access to the recollections of Jesus

■ Mark did not record the tradition  “in order”

■ Peter presented the Lord’s teaching as the situation demanded, but with no intention of giving a 

connected account of the Lord’s discourses

■ Nothing crucial was distorted or omitted

Within decades after the death of Papias, Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215) is found in an entirely

different locale, in Egypt, reconfirming the tradition that Mark was the reliable interpreter of the nar-

rative of the Lord attested by Peter. The implication is that the tradition of the earliest presbyters of

Alexandria known to Clement assumed that Mark had been associated with Peter over a long period

of time, that Peter was aware that Mark had written down Peter’s narrative, and that Peter had no

objection to his doing so, although Peter did not directly promote or prompt it. Mark is portrayed as

responding to the requests of many believers to write out Peter’s widely recognized and authoritative

public teaching about Christ while Peter was at Rome. 

These assumptions were in place as an established, received tradition in Alexandria. There it was

steadily held that Mark had preached in Egypt and founded the African church in Alexandria (Euse-

2TLG 2018.002, 3.39.14.4-15.9; NPNF 2 1:172-73*, italics added (cf. Kirsopp Lake translation, Eusebius: The Ecclesiastical History [LCL 153
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1926] 1:297; also ANF 1:154).

3Against Heresies 5.33.4; TLG 1447.008, 28.1-2; ANF 1:563.
4The antiquity of Phrygian Christianity is evidenced in a note by Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 8.11, who reported that as early as the time of

Diocletian there was a city in Phrygia in which every soul was Christian. 
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bius Ecclesiastical History 2.16, 24). Here are the words of Clement as recited by Eusebius:

Again, in the same books, Clement gives the tradition of the earliest presbyters,5 as to the order

of the Gospels, in the following manner:  “The Gospels containing the genealogies, he says, were

written first. The Gospel according to Mark had this occasion. As Peter had preached the Word

publicly at Rome, and declared the Gospel by the Spirit, many who were present requested that

Mark, who had followed him for a long time and remembered well what he had said, should

write them out. And having composed the Gospel he gave it to those who had requested it.

When Peter learned of this, he neither directly hindered nor encouraged it.” (Fragments of

Clement, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 6.14.5-7)6

Far from Phrygia (Papias), Alexandria (Clement) and Caesarea (Eusebius), the second-century tradi-

tion in southern Gaul about Mark was similarly recalled by Irenaeus (c. 115-202). He also taught that

the most ancient guardians of the canonical tradition valued Mark as the disciple and interpreter of

Peter, and that he recorded his Gospel after Peter’s death.7 Irenaeus’s testimony should be understood

in the light of his cherished remembrance of Polycarp, who himself had been directly acquainted with

the apostle John and thus mediated the tradition of the first generation after the apostles. Irenaeus left

a written record of the Smyrnean tradition he had received about Mark’s identity. The terms echo the

traditions of Phrygia and Alexandria, as we read the record in Eusebius:

Since, in the beginning of this work, we promised to give, when needful, the words of the ancient

presbyters and writers of the church, in which they have declared those traditions which came

down to them concerning the canonical books, and since Irenaeus was one of them, we will now

give his words and, first, what he says of the sacred Gospels:  “Matthew published his Gospel

among the Hebrews in their own language, while Peter and Paul were preaching and founding

the church in Rome. After their departure Mark, the disciple and interpreter of Peter, also trans-

mitted to us in writing those things which Peter had preached.” (Fragments of Irenaeus, Euse-

bius Ecclesiastical History 5.8.1-3)8

Origen (c. 185-c. 254), who had wide firsthand acquaintance with the Palestinian, Alexandrian and

Roman traditions, also confirmed this assumption that Mark reliably wrote according to Peter’s gospel,

and Origen believed that Peter himself had instructed Mark to write it. These traditions, according to

Origen, assumed that Mark was the same individual commended by the apostle in 1 Peter 5:13 as  “my

son.”

Among the four Gospels, which are the only indisputable ones in the church of God under

5Of Alexandria.
6TLG 2018 002, 6.14.5.1-7.2; NPNF 2 1:261, cf. Ecclesiastical History 2.15.1-2.
7Literally, his departure.
8TLG 2018.002, 5.8.1.1-3.3; NPNF 2 1:222.
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heaven, I have learned by tradition that the first was written by Matthew, who was once a publi-

can, but afterwards an apostle of Jesus Christ, and it was prepared for the converts from Judaism,

and published in the Hebrew language. The second is by Mark, who composed it according to

the instructions of Peter, who in his Catholic epistle acknowledges him as a son, saying,  “The

church that is at Babylon9 elected together with you, salutes you, and so does Mark, my son.”

(Fragments of Origen, Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 6.25.4-5)10

Thus by an extraordinary coalescence of diverse testimony from widely diverse arenas we have reliable

textual evidence that the second and third generation of Christian teachers viewed Mark as echoing

the narrative voice of Peter. 

From Eusebius to Augustine
The Palestinian tradition argued specifically for the trustworthiness of Mark’s transmission of Peter’s

gospel. Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 263-c. 339), who had access to the best library in Palestine, thought

that there was sufficient internal evidence in the text of Mark’s Gospel to confirm Mark’s reliability:

Mark writes thus, and through him Peter bears witness, for the whole of Mark is said to be a

record of Peter’s teaching. Note how scrupulously the disciples refused to record those things

that might have given the impression of their fame. Note how they handed down in writing

numerous slanders against themselves to unforgetting ages, and accusations of sins, which no

one in later years would ever have known about unless hearing it in their own voice. By thus

honestly reporting their own faults, it is reasonable to view them as relatively void of false speak-

ing and egoism. This habit gives plain and clear proof of their truth-loving disposition. As for

those who imagine the disciples invented and lied, and slandered themselves as deceivers, ought

such critics not to become a laughing-stock? They thereby convict themselves already as accom-

plices of envy and malice, as enemies of truth-telling itself. For they demean those who have

already exhibited in their own lives credible proof of their integrity, whose absolutely sincere

character and trustworthiness shines through their very words. Meanwhile their detractors

imagine that the Evangelists are rascals and clever sophists who merely fantasized things that

never took place. How could believers of such character ascribe falsely to their own Lord things

he never did? 

This is why I think it has been rightly said that  “One must put complete confidence in the

disciples of Jesus, or none at all.” For if we are to distrust those of such unimpeachable character, we rea-

sonably must also distrust all ancient writers on the same principle. We must distrust any who at any

time have compiled, either in Greece or anywhere, lives and histories and records of persons of

9Probably Rome, but it should also be remembered that the ancient church in the old city of Cairo was in a fortress area called Babylon.
10TLG 2018.002, 6.25.4.1-5.4; NPNF 2 1:273.
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their own times, celebrating their noble achievements. Otherwise we would be considering it as

reasonable to have greater confidence in those of lesser character, and have lesser confidence in

those of greater character. And that would clearly be tendentious. How could it be that these

would falsify the account of his death? What would be their motive in writing down deeds he

never did? Were all these things and everything like them in the Gospels merely dreamed up by

counterfeit disciples? Or take another twisted hypothesis, that we should distrust the more glo-

rious and lofty parts of the report, yet credit only the ordinary parts of the report as truthful?

How could they do so and doubt these candid reports of ignominious actions? How could they

reasonably support such an unreasonable type of selectivity? To say that the same witnesses

spoke the truth and at the same time lied is to predict contraries about the same people at the

same time. They report his hands and feet being pierced, his being given vinegar to drink, struck

on the cheek with a reed, and reviled by those who looked upon him. Were these things and all

else like them in the Gospels simply by dubious witnesses—the insults and blows to his face, the

scourging of his back, the crown of acanthus set on his head in a demeaning way, and finally his

carrying of his own cross, and his being nailed to it! If it was their aim to deceive, and to adorn

their master with false words, they would never have written these demeaning accounts of his

pain and agony, that he was disturbed in spirit, and that they themselves forsook him and fled, or

that Peter the apostle and disciple who was chief of them all, denied him three times, unless they

had an extraordinarily high standard of truth-telling. (POG 3.5, italics added)11 

Eusebius thought he had good cause to conclude that Mark was  “a written monument of the doctrine

which had been [by Peter] orally communicated to them” (Ecclesiastical History 2.15).12 Accordingly,

Mark’s Gospel early and steadily received ecumenical sanction to speak with apostolic authority so as

to be read in Lord’s Day services in the churches everywhere. 

A tradition so widely disseminated as Rome, Palestine, Antioch, Constantinople, Gaul, Phrygia and

Alexandria could hardly have been easily invented or subsequently fabricated. It is unlikely that Clem-

ent in Alexandria was relying on Papias in Phrygia, or that Irenaeus in Gaul was relying on the Alexan-

drian tradition. Rather these traditions were more likely widely separated, and perhaps independent

traditions reporting the same view of the authorship of Mark as directly dependent on the preaching of

Peter. Athanasius wrote:  “Mark the Gospel writer . . . uses the same voice [as Peter did in his confes-

sion of Jesus as Messiah], speaking in harmony with the blessed Peter” (Sermon on the Nativity of Christ,

28).13

Hence there is little doubt that a general ecumenical consensus existed on Markan authorship quite

11TLG 2018.005, 3.5.95.1-100.10; POG 140-41*.
12TLG 2018.005, 3.6.2.5-6; NPNF 2 1:116.
13TLG 2035.089, 28.968.15-17.
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early, possibly in the first century among the elders of Alexandria and Phrygia, and doubtless in the

early second century in Asia, and soon thereafter in most other places. 

The philologically adept and textually critical Latin writer Jerome, who was widely acquainted with

the traditions of Rome, Dalmatia, Gaul, Antioch, Constantinople and Palestine, thought the ancient

consensus was clear and confirmable that 

Mark the disciple and interpreter of Peter wrote a short Gospel at the request of the brethren at

Rome embodying what he had heard Peter tell. When Peter had heard this, he approved it and

published it to the churches to be read by his authority, as Clement in the sixth book of his

Hypotyposes, and Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, record. Peter also mentions this Mark in his first

epistle, figuratively indicating Rome under the name of Babylon:  “She who is in Babylon elect

together with you salutes you and so does Mark my son.” So, taking the Gospel which he himself

composed, he went to Egypt and first preaching Christ at Alexandria he formed a church so

admirable in doctrine and continence of living that he constrained all followers of Christ to this

example. Philo, most learned of the Jews, seeing the first church at Alexandria14 still Jewish in a

degree, wrote a book on their manner of life as something creditable to his nation telling how, as

Luke says, the believers had all things in common at Jerusalem, so he recorded what he saw was

done at Alexandria, under the learned Mark. He died in the eighth year of Nero and was buried

at Alexandria, Annianus succeeding him. (Lives of Illustrious Men 8)15

Jerome not only accepted the early tradition that Mark was Peter’s disciple and interpreter, but further

argued, beyond Clement, that Peter had inspected and approved Mark’s report, and that Mark took

Peter’s gospel to Alexandria and died there as first bishop of Alexandria. Elsewhere Jerome goes so far

as to ascribe the Gospel of Mark essentially to Peter (Lives of Illustrious Men 1).16

Thus by the time of Augustine (354-430) it had become a long-standing ecumenical tradition (three

centuries old) that the Holy Spirit had supervised the accurate transmission of the gospel tradition

from the eyewitness apostles to the consenting church through Mark and Luke who

credibly received accounts with which they had become acquainted in a trustworthy manner

through the instrumentality of actual followers of the Lord as he manifested himself in the flesh,

and lived in the company of those disciples who were attending him. Divine providence, through

the agency of the Holy Spirit, has taken care that they who were intimate associates of the first

apostles should be given authority to preach the gospel, and also to compose an account of it in

writing. Apart from these four Evangelists, all those other individuals who have attempted or

14Jerome made the erroneous assumption that Philo was referring to Christian, not Jewish, communities. But that some of these Jewish com-
munities were in various stages of transition toward Christianity is likely.

15Cetedoc 0616, 8.12.10; NPNF 2 3:364.
16Cetedoc 0616, 1.6.34; NPNF 2 3:361:  “Then too the Gospel according to Mark, who was his [Peter’s] disciple and interpreter, is ascribed

to him [Peter].”



Introduction to Mark

xlvii

dared to offer a written record of the acts of the Lord or the apostles, failed to commend them-

selves in their own times as persons of the character which would induce the church to yield

them its confidence, and to admit their compositions to the level of canonical authority of holy

writ. These spurious accounts were written by persons who could make no legitimate claim to

be credited in their narrations. In a deceitful manner they introduced into their writing certain

matters which are condemned at once by the catholic and apostolic rule of faith, and by sound

doctrine. . . . But the fact is that just as [these four] each received the gift of inspiration, they

abstained from adding to their various narratives any superfluous or synthesized compositions.

For Matthew is understood to have taken it in hand to construct the record of the incarnation of

the Lord according to the royal lineage, and to give an account of a great deal of his deeds and

words as they stood in relation to this present life of men. Mark follows him closely, and looks

like his associate and epitomizer. For in Mark’s narrative he gives nothing in concert with John

apart from the others. . . . Taken by himself, Mark has relatively little exclusively to record, and

taken in conjunction with Luke even less. In concurrence with Matthew, Mark has a greater

number of passages. Frequently he narrates in words almost numerically and identically the

same as those used by Matthew.  (Harmony of the Gospels 1.2)17

We have already seen Eusebius relate the testimony of Clement that Mark was the first to establish the

church in Alexandria.18 He further confirms this tradition:

And they say that this Mark was the first that was sent to Egypt, and that he proclaimed the

Gospel which he had written and first established churches in Alexandria. And the multitude of

believers, both men and women, that were collected there at the very outset, and lived lives of the

most philosophical and extreme asceticism, was so great, that Philo thought it worthwhile to

describe their pursuits, their meetings, their entertainments, and their whole manner of life.

(Ecclesiastical History 2.16.1-2)19

But did Philo actually meet Peter in Rome or regard Mark as the disciple of Peter in Alexandria? 

According to a highly questionable but nonetheless intriguing tradition reported by Jerome:

They say that under Caius Caligula he [Philo] ventured to Rome, where he had been sent as

legate of his nation, and that when a second time he had come to Claudius, he spoke in the same

city with the apostle Peter and enjoyed his friendship, and for this reason also adorned the

adherents of Mark, Peter’s disciple at Alexandria, with his praises. (Lives of Illustrious Men 11)20

Jerome may have confused Philo’s commendation of the Therapeutae at Alexandria with early 

Christian communities. Philo (c. 20 B.C.-A.D. 50) was still alive in A.D. 41. Eusebius (260-339) had 

17Cetedoc 0273, 1.1.2.2.12; NPNF 1 6:77-78*.
18And quite probably, in our view, in all Africa.
19TLG 2018.002, 2.16.1.1-2.5; NPNF 2 1:116.
20Cetedoc 0616, 11.14.19; NPNF 2 3:365
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fantasies that the Jewish ascetics described in Philo’s Contemplative Life, the Therapeutae, were 

Christian groups.21 While Philo was doubtless describing a Jewish community in Alexandria, Euse-

bius and Jerome thought he was describing the church in Alexandria, of which Mark, according to 

tradition, was the founder.

We are here trying to establish what the ancient consensual tradition considered factual concerning

the authorship of Mark. The speculations about Philo are less crucial to settle here than that the Pales-

tinian tradition regarded a highly honored and independent source, Philo, as confirming the

already-existing ecumenical tradition concerning the reliability of Mark. These later texts, which

reflect a growing tendency to assimilate Philo into proto-Christian piety, merely say that Philo men-

tioned an ascetic group, that this group was Christian and that Mark was thought to have founded the

group.22

Ancient tradition preserved in Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History agrees with the reckoning of Jerome23

in placing the death of Mark in Alexandria in about the year 62:  “When Nero was in the eighth year of

his reign, Annianus succeeded Mark the evangelist in the administration of the parish of Alexandria”

(Ecclesiastical History 2.24.1).24

The Unique and Honored Place of Mark Among Early Apostolic Texts
We find early Christian texts quoting the Gospel of Mark in literature originating in every locale of the

early church’s missionary and pastoral activity—Africa, Asia and throughout the northern Mediterra-

nean. The evidence points to Mark’s Gospel being a normative part of the early Christian corpus of

liturgical sources. At an early date the church received it into the canon of New Testament writings by

wide (and apparently unanimous) agreement. From the beginning of the worldwide Christian witness,

Mark has been listed as a part of every preacher’s armamentarium of sources for knowing Jesus

Christ.25 

21Eusebius writes that Philo  “has this to say about the churches in the area of [Alexandria]: ‘In every house there is a holy chamber called a
sanctuary or  “monastery,” where they celebrate in seclusion the mysteries of the sanctified life’” (Ecclesiastical History 2.17.8-9; TLG
2018.002, 2.17.8.7-9.3; HCCC 91).

22Cf. David T. Runia, Philo in Early Christian Literature: A Survey (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).
23Lives of Illustrious Men, NPNF 2 3:361.
24TLG 2018.002, 2.24.1.1-3; NPNF 2 1:128.
25Why were there four and only four Gospels? The second-century church reasoned about this not by allegory but by analogy to the four

winds that cover the earth, and the four pillars or corners of a building. Irenaeus passed on this symmetrical reasoning grounded in his mis-
siology:  “It is not possible that the Gospels can be either more or fewer in number than four. For, since there are four zones [directions],
encompassing all, leaving out none [north, south, east and west] of the world in which we live, and four principal winds [the allusion here is
to  “four catholic spirits,” or the whole of all winds viewed universally], while the church is scattered throughout all the world, and the  “pil-
lar and ground” [1 Tim 3:15] of the church is the gospel and the spirit of life; it is fitting that she should have four pillars, offering imperish-
able inspiration on all sides, and vivifying all humanity ever afresh” (Against Heresies 3.11.8, ANF 1:428; TLG 1447.002, 11.1-12). In this
way the idea that there are four received Gospels was intrinsically connected with the worldwide mission of preaching. It was thus
grounded in scriptural typology and missiology, and not merely a frivolous observation based on numerology.
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Eusebius argued that Mark’s  “work obtained the sanction of [Peter’s] authority for the purpose of

being used in the churches” (Ecclesiastical History 2.16, based on Clement’s testimony).26 Jerome agreed that

Peter had  “approved it and published it to the churches to be read by his authority” (Lives of Illustrious Men 8).27

No Gospel was earlier or more clearly or consensually received as designated for use in public worship

than Mark.

Augustine maintained that Mark, who was not one of the Twelve, was chosen by the Holy Spirit,

like Luke, to demonstrate that the fountain of grace had not dried up with the twelve apostles.  “The

Holy Spirit willed to choose for the writing of the Gospel two [Mark and Luke] who were not even

from those who made up the Twelve, so that it might not be thought that the grace of evangelization

had come only to the apostles and that in them the fountain of grace had dried up” (Sermon 239.1).28

Did Mark write in Hebrew? So thought John Chrysostom who, in arguing that Matthew  “com-

posed his Gospel in the language of the Hebrews,” added:  “And Mark too, in Egypt, is said to have

done this self-same thing at the entreaty of the disciples” (Homilies on the Gospel of St. Matthew 1.7).29

It had always been evident that Mark presented a shorter version of the gospel than Matthew, but

the premise of literary dependency was not generally recognized. The view that Matthew and Luke

directly relied on Mark did not develop in full form until the nineteenth century, and while it holds the

majority opinion among source-critical scholars today, it is still debated and there are notable propo-

nents of the dependence of Mark on Matthew.

Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers
The purpose of this commentary is not to resolve the debate between the merits of ancient and mod-

ern exegesis. It is to present the comments of the ancient interpreters with as little interference as pos-

sible. We leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But this

cannot be done adequately without first examining the patristic texts themselves. And until now we

have not had easy access to these texts. This is what this series intends to provide. 

The purpose of exegesis in the patristic period was to seek the truth the Scriptures convey. It was

not offered to those who were as yet unready to put it into practice. In these respects modern exegesis

is different: It does not always assume the truth of Scripture as divine revelation, and it does not

require that readers intend to practice it as a premise of truly hearing it. 

Today’s readers should not impose on ancient Christian exegesis modern assumptions about valid

reading of Scripture. The ancient writers offer a constant challenge to these silent modern assump-

tions. If one begins by assuming modern critical methods as normative and judges the ancient writers

26TLG 2018.002, 2.15.1-3; NPNF 2 1:116.
27Cetedoc 0616, 8.12.12; NPNF 2 3:364, italics added.
28Cetedoc 0284, 239.38.1127.9; FC 38:244.
29TLG 2062.152, 57.17.34-9; NPNF 1 10:3-4.
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uncritically by these standards alone, they are always going to come off looking witless or weak, or in

some instances comic or quaint or even atrocious, unjust and oppressive. 

With few exceptions, the patristic models of exegesis do not conform to common modern assump-

tions about what a commentary should be. Our contemporary assumptions tend to resist or rule out

chains of scriptural reference, which are often demeaned as appalling proof-texting. But in the view of

the ancient Christian writers such chains of biblical reference were crucial in thinking about the text in

relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture. Utilizing the analogy of faith, they constantly com-

pared sacred text with sacred text. This ancient procedure is neither fundamentalism nor biblical liter-

alism. It is analogical textual reasoning.

We ought not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century fundamentalism or of nine-

teenth-century naturalistic reductionism, historicism or egalitarianism on the ancient Christian writ-

ers. They knew nothing of these assumptions. Their method was not  “fundamentalist,” because they

were not reacting against modern naturalistic reductionism. They were constantly protesting a mere

literal or plain-sense view of the text, almost always searching for its spiritual and moral meaning.

Modern fundamentalism is a defensive movement understandable only within modernity, a movement

which indeed often looks far more like modern historicism than ancient typological reasoning. This

makes liberal and fundamentalist exegesis much more like each other than either is like that of the

ancient Christian writers, because they both appeal to historicist assumptions invented in the Enlight-

enment, over a thousand years after the last of the ancient commentators had passed away.30

Ancient Christian exegetes characteristically weaved many sacred texts together. They seldom

limited themselves to comment on a single text, as some modern exegetes insist, but constantly

related one text to another by analogy, using typological reasoning, as was so characteristic of the

rabbinic midrashim of the same period. While modern exegesis advocates allowing the Hebrew

Bible to speak for itself without the intrusion of New Testament assumptions, ancient exegesis con-

stantly delights in viewing Old Testament events and characters as anticipating fulfillment in the

New. Hebraic figures and events are often seen from the point of view of their having been fulfilled

in Jesus Christ. 

The despairing modern attempt to read the New Testament while ruling out the liturgical, evangel-

ical and missional assumptions that prevailed in the ancient community of faith would have seemed a

very thin enterprise indeed to those who early shared those assumptions and were willing to die for

them. When we today try to make sense of the New Testament while ruling out the plausibility of the

Incarnation and resurrection which was held firm by those who wrote it, the effort is too hard and

senseless not to be found discouraging. The ancient exegetes proceeded by allowing the texts their own

premises. 

30For further discussion of this anomaly, see T. Oden, After Modernity . . . What? (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1989).
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Discovering Patristic Comment on Mark 
It should be kept in mind that some passages of Mark are accompanied by an extensive commentary or

homiletic tradition, while others have little or none. We have selected an average of about two patristic

comments per Markan verse, or about a dozen selections per pericope. This is a broad average, for in

many cases we have selected as many as a half-dozen patristic comments for a single crucial verse and

none for those on which comment was insufficient. We have tried not to slacken our criteria in

instances where a meager patristic commentary tradition is to be found. 

In executing our computer searches of patristic material (see the appendix), some of the most

important commentary on Mark was found embedded in Origen’s, Chrysostom’s or Augustine’s com-

mentaries or homilies on Matthew or John, not just on Mark. This illustrates the prevailing principle

in ancient Christian exegesis: each text is illumined by other sacred texts and by the whole gist of the

history of revelation. Hence we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts inter-

woven in order to illumine that text. A patristic writer is often commenting on Mark while focusing on

a passage in one of the other three Gospels. 

Mark presents a special problem for the history of exegesis. Whereas Matthew, Luke and John have

all benefited from being the subject of several line-by-line patristic commentaries, there are no com-

plete commentaries of Mark that have survived the patristic period. There is a manuscript by one Vic-

tor, a presbyter of Antioch (c. A.D. 500) who is wrongly identified as the author of a brief commentary

on Mark, but this  “commentary” is itself an early catena whose main sources are the homilies on Mat-

thew by Chrysostom, Origen, Cyril of Alexandria, Titus of Bostra and Theodor of Heraclea.31 Aside

from short works by Jerome, Dionysius and Bede, there is nothing extensive on Mark as such. 

Hence if we are to reconstruct what the early Christian writers had to say about Mark, we must do

so from the various references found scattered in homilies, letters and treatises. This makes this vol-

ume on Mark a more daunting challenge in some ways than any of the other three Gospels. The same

problems will face ACCS volume editors who work on texts such as Samuel and Kings which have

almost no cohesive commentary tradition. We have had to rely on computer searches of all possible

sources commenting on Mark, and then we have sifted and gathered the results. 

Reflecting the Consensual Tradition
We have sought to select those passages that best convey the consensual tradition of early Christian

exegesis, not fixating on problematic edges or controverted points but looking for those comments that

would be most widely received by the whole church, East and West.

This is not to suggest or imply that all patristic writers agree. Upon reading these selections, readers

will easily grasp that within the boundaries of orthodoxy there are many views possible about a given

31Referenced here as Pseudo-Victor of Antioch, PG, cf. M. Geerard, CPG 3:§§6529; cf. LTK 10, 791; EC 12:1540.
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text or narrative and that these different views may be strongly affected by varied social environments

and contexts. Critical study of the history of exegesis has often focused on the conflicting views and

varieties of interpretations to such an extent that it has eclipsed any interpretative cohesion. But the

fact that patristic interpretation was accompanied by enormous cultural variety does not imply that it

was characterized by counter-apostolic doctrine. The selections in this volume show much more con-

sensuality than difference even among those commentators from the most distant cultural settings—

for example, Ephrem the Syrian and Augustine of Hippo. On the other hand, we have not avoided

selections showing alternative interpretations. These examples show how extensive is the room for

variable interpretation under the ecumenical umbrella.

Empathizing with the Allegorical Imagination 
There is a prevailing modern Protestant stereotype that ancient Christian exegesis is so saturated with

fanciful allegory as to make it almost useless. The selections in this commentary demonstrate that in

both Alexandrian and Antiochene traditions of exegesis we will find an interest in the plain sense as

well as in the spiritual, moral and mystical senses. These selections show that it is wrong to assume

that the Alexandrians had little or no interest in the plain sense, or that the Antiochenes had minimal

interest in the spiritual sense. 

After making our selections on the basis of our criteria, we were ourselves surprised at the limited

extent of protracted allegorical passages.32 While allegory is an acceptable model of exegesis for the

ancient Christian writers, especially those of the Alexandrian school, it does not turn out to be a domi-

nating and ecumenical feature of ancient exegesis of Mark. 

Some may wish we had rejected allegory altogether. But suppose we had arbitrarily eliminated all

allegorical reasoning on the grounds of its offensiveness to contemporary readers. Would this have

been fair to patristic exegesis or a realistic expression of it? Others, on the other hand, who are particu-

larly intrigued by allegory may complain that we have included far too little of it. 

The Case for Renewing the Catena Tradition
The style of this Ancient Christian Commentary on Mark is very much along the lines of the catena

tradition, that ancient style of commentary in which a chain of excerpts from patristic exegesis was

used to elucidate a scriptural text. Some may object to the very concept of a catena. It might be

argued that the catena form itself is not only antiquated but unsatisfactory as a genre. If so, it falls to

those of us who are deeply committed to recovering the catena tradition to show its usefulness and

serviceability.

It is conceivable that some might see this commentary as a scotchtaped melange of excerpts with no

32In seeking to determine the proportion of our selections with a decisive allegorical dimension, we made a statistical count and found less
than 5 percent were allegorical.
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cohesion and no attempt at contextualizing diverse quotations. We point out in response that we have

utilized the footnotes precisely for those passages that require further clarification of the context or

contain textual problems. We have preferred not to select excerpts that intrinsically require heavy or

intricate contextualization. And we have used overviews and headings to assist readers in glimpsing

the cohesion of patristic comment on a particular pericope. 

In the case of Mark’s Gospel, there are practically no line-by-line patristic commentaries (excepting

the brief catena under the name of one unknown Victor of Antioch). It would have been easier to have

omitted those biblical books for which there are few if any line-by-line commentaries—e.g., Samuel,

Chronicles, Kings, Haggai and Mark—but this flies in the face of the fact that there are extensive

patristic remarks and homilies on Mark as well as these other texts of Scripture. We think the more

laborious approach of digitally searching documents far beyond the range of formal commentaries is

well justified by the result. We leave it to the patristic texts themselves to show that these various liter-

ary genres contribute significantly to classical Christian Scripture interpretation. The poetry of

Ephrem the Syrian or Prudentius brightly illuminates the biblical text, but it would have been ruled

out on the basis of modern ideas of what a commentary should include.

Further, it must be kept in mind that the catena is not intended to supplant historical exegesis, but

to give a voice to the earliest primary layers of interpretation without overburdening those voices with

heavy additional layers of secondary modern interpretation. Our task is not to protect readers against

the voice of the ancient Christian interpreter, even if some exegetical misjudgments might have been

made, but to allow that interpreter a voice. Where the Fathers interpret Scripture ineptly, we do not

want to hide their lapses or rush foolishly to their defense, but rather to reveal accurately and make

accessible what they in fact are doing in their own words as they encounter the text. We might say that

we will let them stand or fall on the plausibility of their own exegetical proficiencies, but from their

point of view, exegetical proficiency took a second place to the power of the Holy Spirit to elicit con-

sensus in the worshiping community. We see no good reason to overload this collection, however, with

the worst examples of their least helpful interpretations. 

Some may object even more radically that it is ill-advised to refer to any patristic quotation without

placing it deliberately and even elaborately in its historical, social and philological context. Those who

focus more on context than on what the text itself says have a different relation to the text than do the

ancient Christian writers. The temptation to contextualize infinitely has itself a vaudevillian outcome.

If no one can quote anything without first placing it in context, then no one can quote anything. Even

the apodictic imperative to contextualize must itself be placed in a context. Taking this argument to

extremes, the Scripture itself could not legitimately be quoted without an elaborate word study on

each word and a detailed sociological study of each passage. That of course would be a nonstarter for

preaching and spiritual formation, which is the primary interest of the ancient Christian writers. Such
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a procedure might keep historians busy, but it would hardly serve the worshiping, proclaiming com-

munity. At least it is clear from the historical evidence that this is not the way the early Christian com-

munity read Scripture or quoted it or understood its function within the worshiping community.

Classic Christian commentaries, such as those of Origen, Ambrosiaster, Jerome, Augustine, Cyril

of Alexandria and Theodoret of Cyr, focus on the moral and spiritual meaning of the text for

preaching and spiritual formation, and not simply on the plain or historical sense of the text. After a

line-by-line commentary tradition had several centuries of development, there appeared the catena

format, which offered catena, or chains, of classic comments on the text. From the fifth century to

the modern period, the classic Christian concept of a  “commentary” on Scripture largely consisted

of a collection of the comments from the most respected writers of the exegetic tradition on that

sacred text. 

Some might argue that this is not in the modern sense a commentary at all, but merely an exposi-

tory exercise with little interest in historicity. Here it must be pointed out that there are two competing

definitions of what a commentary is. There are classic versus modern historicist conceptions of the

very nature of a commentary. As the title of this series indicates, this work is not intended to be mis-

taken for a modern commentary. It has no claim or desire to be a commentary in the typical modern

sense but only in its ancient sense. Nor is it a modern commentary on the ancient Christian exegetes.

Rather it is a rare opportunity for the ancient Christian exegetes to speak for themselves on each text,

an opportunity which they have largely not been given by biblical scholars.

Modern historicism has a consuming interest in what the patristic writers called the plain or histor-

ical sense of Scripture, and only secondarily in the spiritual and moral meaning of the text. Hence it

lacks persuasive power to conclude too abruptly, or without examining the evidence, that the modern

conception of the commentary is always prima facie superior and thus should rule absolutely over the

classic definition of a Scripture commentary. The ancient Christian exegetes continue to challenge the

uncritical basis of the assumptions of modern superiority. 

The modern historicist conception of a commentary is entirely different. It has as its primary objec-

tive the placing of each text in context, the discussion of philological and textual difficulties, the identi-

fication of authorship, and speculations on how the text was transmitted—all interesting and

significant questions, but not questions that the classic exegetes would allow to displace their primary

interest in the revelation of God through the sacred text by the power of the Spirit. 

We are not opposing historical-critical inquiry. We invite it and encourage it, but not as if patristic

exegesis did not exist or is not worthy to be investigated on its own terms. Our interest is in allowing

the primary patristic loci to surface in a convenient form, much as would the texts of the Talmud or the

commentaries of Thomas Aquinas.

This Ancient Christian Commentary on Mark is founded on the conviction that the ancient idea of



Introduction to Mark

lv

a commentary is still a valid and viable enterprise and that the church and its preaching perennially

needs to have ready access to the best and most trustworthy comment in the history of exegesis. It is in

this spirit that the following commentary is offered to readers at the dawning of the third millennium.





1

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

T H E  B E G I N N I N G  O F  T H E  G O S P E L

M A R K  1 : 1 - 5

 

Overview: The beginning of the gospel is in-
trinsically connected with the prophetic prom-
ises of Hebrew Scripture (Origen). The two 
Testaments do not announce first one God and 
then another but the one true God who works 
through a developing history of revelation (Ire-
naeus, Cyril of Jerusalem). Marcion’s view 
that the two covenants are separable is directly 
countered by Mark’s beginning point (Augus-
tine), in which the prophetic voices of Isaiah 
and Malachi blend (Origen, Jerome). No 
prophet is greater than John (Cyril of Jerusa-
lem), the solitary messenger from the desert 

prophesied by Malachi (Tertullian, Euse-
bius), who was called to prepare the way for 
Christ (Tertullian), whose voice blended 
judgment and mercy, repentance and faith 
(Maximus of Turin). John’s baptism prepared 
the way for the baptism that would be more 
fully expressed in the future remission of sins 
that came with the death of the one he baptized 
(Tertullian,  Jerome). The power of John’s 
baptism was in accord with the justice of a just 
man, yet still of a mere man, although one who 
had received grace from the coming Lord (Au-
gustine). The Lord incarnate did not shrink 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A1-5&version=RSV
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from identifying himself with sinners who need 
regeneration (Cyprian).

1:1a The Beginning

Preparing the Heart. Origen: The way of 
the Lord must be prepared within the heart; for 
great and spacious is the heart of man, as if it 
were a whole world. But see its greatness, not 
in bodily quantity, but in the power of the mind 
which enables it to encompass so great a 
knowledge of the truth. Prepare, therefore, in 
your hearts the way of the Lord, by a worthy 
manner of life. Keep straight the path of your 
life, so that the words of the Lord may enter in 
without hindrance. Homilies on Luke 21.5.7.1

The Beginning Point. Augustine: Note that 
Mark mentions nothing of the nativity or 
infancy or youth of the Lord. He has made his 
Gospel begin directly with the preaching of 
John. Harmony of the Gospels 2.6.18.2

1:1b The Gospel

Old and New Testaments Bridged. Ori-
gen: The gospel is primarily concerned with 
Christ Jesus, who is the head of the whole body 
of those who are being saved.3 Mark conveys 
this point when he says,  “The beginning of the 
gospel concerning Christ Jesus.” . . . In its 
unfolding the gospel has a beginning, a con-
tinuing middle and an end. The beginning can 
be viewed either as the entire Old Testament, 
with John the Baptist being its summarizing 
type, or (because he stands at the juncture of 
the new with the old) the final stages of the old 
covenant. This runs counter to those4 who 
would assign the two covenants to two differ-
ent Gods. Commentary on John 1.14.5

The Relation of Gospel and Law. Origen: 
Those who deepen in the knowledge of Chris-
tianity do not treat the things written in the 
law with disrespect. . . . In saying:  “The begin-
ning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, as it is writ-
ten in the prophet Isaiah,” Mark shows that the 
beginning of the gospel is intrinsically con-
nected with the Old Testament.6 Against 
Celsus 2.4.7

The Inaugurator of the New Testament. 
Cyril of Jerusalem: With baptism the old 
covenant ends and the new begins. This is seen 
in the fact that the inaugurator of the New Tes-
tament is John the Baptist.  “Among those born 
of women there is none greater than John.”8 He 
is the crown of all the prophetic tradition:  “For 
all the prophets and the law prophesied until 
John.”9 Of the gospel dispensation he was the 
firstfruits, for we read  “the beginning of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ” and after some words  
“John did baptize in the wilderness.”10 The 
Catechetical Lectures 3.6.11

1:2 My Messenger

The Voice of One Crying. Irenaeus: How 
plainly does the beginning of the gospel focus 

1SSGF 1:75*; PG 13:1856.   2Cetedoc 0273, 2.6.18.113.20; NPNF 1 
10:70-71; cf. NPNF 1 6:113.   3Cf. Eph 4:15; Col 1:18.   4Such as 
Marcion.   5TLG 2042.005, 1.13.79.1-5, 80.1-6, 82.1-1.14.82.3; cf. 
AEG 1:279; ANF 9:304. Marcion’s view that the two covenants 
are separable is countered by Mark’s beginning point for the gospel. 
This comment on Mark occurs in Origen’s Commentary on John. For 
an explanation of why excerpts from commentaries on other Gos-
pels have been included in this catena on Mark, see the heading  
“Discovering Patristic Comment on Mark” in the introduction.   
6The issue is whether Mark’s Gospel can be meaningfully read 
apart from the history of the people of Israel.   7TLG 2042.001, 
2.4.15-17, 25-31; cf. ANF 4:431.   8Lk 7:28.   9Mt 11:13.   10Mk 1:1, 
4.   11TLG 2110.003, 3.6.1-6; LCC 4:93**. The Baptist is the crown 
of the prophetic tradition, and the baptism of repentance is the 
pivot of the coming age.
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upon the expectations of the holy prophets. At 
once it points out that the One whom they 
confessed as God and Lord, the Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who had also made promise 
to him, would send his messenger before his 
face. This was John, crying in the wilderness, in  
“the spirit and power of  Elijah,”12 ”Prepare the 
way of the Lord, make his paths straight.”13 For 
the prophets did not announce first one God 
and then another,14 but one and the same God 
under complementary aspects, and with many 
various names. Against Heresies 3.10.5.15

Why John Was Viewed as an Angelic Mes-
senger. Tertullian: Now he called him an  
“angel”16 on account of the great consequence of 
the mighty deeds which he was to accomplish, 
comparable to those mighty deeds of Joshua the 
son of Nun about whom you have read. John 
served in the office of a prophet to announce 
God’s will, as the forerunner of the Anointed 
One. The Spirit, speaking in the voice of the 
Father, called John an  “angel” in accord with the 
promise declared by Malachi:  “Behold, I send 
my messenger to prepare the way before me.”17 It 
is not a novelty that the Holy Spirit would call 
those he has appointed ministers of his power  
“angels.” An Answer to the Jews 9.18

His Sudden Appearance. Eusebius: He 
emerged from the desert clothed in a strange 
garment, refusing all ordinary social inter-
course. He did not even share their common 
food. For it is written that from childhood John 
was in the deserts until the day of his public 
appearance to Israel. Indeed, his clothing was 
made of camel’s hair! His food locusts and wild 
honey!19 . . . It is understandable that they 
should have been alarmed when they saw a 
man with the hair of a Nazarite of God,20 and a 
divine face, suddenly appearing from the lonely 

wilderness dressed in bizarre clothing, who 
after preaching to them, he disappeared again 
into the wilderness, without eating or drinking 
or mingling with the people? Must they not 
have suspected that he was a little more than 
human? For how could a human being go with-
out food? And so they understood him to be a 
divine messenger, the very angel foretold by the 
prophet. Proof of the Gospel 9.5.21

The Authority of John’s Baptism. Augus-
tine: The efficacy of John’s baptism is attested 
by the holy way he lived as a person. His bap-
tism was in accord with the justice of a just 
man, yet still a mere man, but one who had 
received extraordinary grace from the Lord, a 
grace so great that he was deemed worthy to 
precede the final Judge of history, and to point 
him out with his finger, and to fulfill the words 
of that prophecy:  “The voice of one crying out 
in the desert, prepare the way for the Lord.”22 
Tractate on the Gospel of John 5.6.2.23

1:3a The Voice of One Crying

The Voice and the Cry in John’s Preach-
ing. Maximus of Turin: Voice and crying go 
together: the voice preaches faith; the cry calls 
for repentance; the voice, comfort; the cry, dan-

12Lk 1:17.   13Mk 1:3.   14Again, countering the Marcionitic ten-
dency to pit the God of the New Testament against the God of the 
Old.   15AHR 2:39; ANF 1:426**.   16Messenger.   17Mal 3:1; cf. Mt 
11:10; Lk 7:27.   18Cetedoc 0033, 9.163; ANF 3:163**. John was the 
messenger or  “angel” prophesied by Malachi.   19Lk 1:80; Mt 3:4.   
20A member of a group in Israel who demonstrated devotion to 
God through specific signs such as the growth of hair and absten-
tion from alcoholic beverages (see Num 6:1-21). The apostle Paul 
observed a Nazarite vow for a specific length of time (see Acts 
18:18; 21:22-26).   21TLG 2018.005, 9.5.10.7-11.4, 12.7; POG 
2:162-63**. Such an ascetic, holy, solitary figure from the desert 
appeared to transcend natural occurrences.   22Mt 3:3; Mk 1:3; Lk 
3:4.   23Cetedoc 0278, 5.6.10; FC 78:113*.
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ger; the voice sings mercy; the cry announces 
judgment. Sermon 6.24

1:3b Prepare the Way of the Lord

The Sources of Mark’s Prophetic Refer-
ence. Origen: Mark took two prophecies spo-
ken in different places by two prophets and 
conflated them into one, so as to declare:  “As it 
is written in Isaiah the Prophet . . .”  “The voice 
of one crying in the wilderness,”25 which is 
indeed recorded immediately after the narrative 
about Hezekiah’s recovery from his sickness.26 
This is then conflated with  “Behold I send my 
messenger to prepare the way before me,” from 
Malachi.27 Both John and Mark compress in 
various ways the quotation from Isaiah, Mark 
by reading  “His paths” for  “the paths of our 
God” and by omitting  “before me.” Commen-
tary on John 6.24.28

The Blending of Prophetic Voices. Je-
rome: The quotation is made up from two 
prophets, Malachi and Isaiah. From the first 
part:  “Behold I send my messenger to prepare 
the way before me,” occurs at the close of Mal-
achi.29 But the second part:  “ The voice of one 
crying,” etc., we read in Isaiah.30 On what 
ground then has Mark in the very beginning 
of his book set the words:  “As it is written in 
the prophet Isaiah, Behold I send my messen-
ger,” when, as we have said, it is [in part] not 
written in Isaiah at all, but in Malachi, the 
last of the twelve prophets? Let ignorant pre-
sumption solve this nice question if it can. I 
will ask pardon for being in the wrong. . . . 
The apostle has not rendered his original 
word for word, but using a paraphrase, he has 
given the sense in different terms.31 Letter 
57, To Pammachius 9.32

1:4 The Baptism of Repentance for the 
Forgiveness of Sins

The Baptism of Repentance. Tertullian:
John called for the baptism of repentance to 
prepare the way for the Lord. He himself led 
in that way by means of the sign and seal of 
repentance for all whom God was calling 
through grace to inherit the promise surely 
made to Abraham. . . . He called us to purge 
our minds of whatever impurity error had 
imparted, whatever contamination ignorance 
had engendered, which repentance would 
sweep and scour away, and cast out. So 
prepare the home of your heart by making it 
clean for the Holy Spirit. On Repentance 
2.33

Making Ready for Another. Tertullian:
Those who sought the baptism of repentance34 
were dealt with as if candidates preparing for 
the baptismal remission and sanctification that 
were soon to follow in the ministry of Christ. 
When John preached baptism for  “the remission 
of sins,”35 the declaration was made with refer-
ence to a future remission. If so, John’s call to 
repentance is to lead the way, and actual remis-
sion is to follow. This is what is meant by  “pre-
paring the way.”36 But one who prepares does 
not himself perfect, but rather makes ready for 

24Cetedoc 0219a, 6.35. Justice and mercy were fused in John’s 
preaching. 25Is 40:3.   26Cf. Is 38:10-20.   27Mal 3:1.   28TLG 
2042.005, 6.24.129.6-8, 130.2-131.9; cf. AEG 1:279-80.   29Mal 3:1.   
30Is 40:3.   31Jerome writes this to defend his approach to transla-
tion:  “I render sense for sense, not word for word.” Letter 57.5, 
NPNF 1 6:113. He is arguing that both classic and Christian writ-
ers have followed this procedure. He then turns to similar examples 
that show that Mark did not employ a literal approach (cf. Mk 
2:25-26) on plucking heads of grain on the sabbath.   32Cetedoc 
0620, 57.54.9.518.15; NPNF 2 6:116-17**. Mark did not feel com-
pelled to reference these quotes in precise detail but freely conflated 
the salient sense of the two prophetic voices.   33Cetedoc 0010, 2.14; 
ANF 3:658*. 34Acts 19:4.   35Mk 1:4.   36Lk 1:76.   
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another to perfect. On Baptism 10.37

The Baptizer and the Baptized. Cyprian: 
The Lord was baptized by his servant. The 
holy One who was destined to grant remission 
of sins did not himself disdain to submit his 
body38 to be cleansed with the water of regener-
ation.39 The Good of Patience 6.40

Preparing for Pardon. Chrysostom: Since 
the Victim had not been offered, nor had the 
Holy Spirit yet descended, of what kind was 
this remission of sins? . . . Fittingly therefore, 
when he had said that he came  “preaching the 
baptism of repentance,” he adds,  “for the remis-
sion of sins”; as if to say: he persuaded them to 
repent of their sins, so that later they might 
more easily receive pardon through believing in 
Christ. For unless brought to it by repentance, 
they would not seek for pardon. His baptism 
therefore served no other end than as a prepa-
ration for belief in Christ. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 10.2.41

1:5 They Were Baptized in the River 
Jordan

The Future Remission of Sins. Jerome: 
The baptism of John did not so much consist in 
the forgiveness of sins as in being a baptism of 
repentance for the remission of sins, that is, for 
a future remission, which was to follow 
through the sanctification42 of Christ. The 

Dialogue Against the Luciferians 7.43

Types of Baptism. Gregory Nazianzen: 
Let us here treat briefly of the different kinds 
of baptism. Moses baptized, but in water, in 
the cloud and in the sea; but this he did figura-
tively. John also baptized, not indeed in the rite 
of the Jews, not solely in water, but also for the 
remission of sins; yet not in an entirely spiritual 
manner, for he had not added:  “in the spirit.” 
Jesus baptized, but in the Spirit; and this is 
perfection. There is also a fourth baptism, 
which is wrought by martyrdom and blood, in 
which Christ himself was also baptized, which 
is far more venerable than the others, in as 
much as it is not soiled by repeated contagion. 
There is yet a fifth, but more laborious, by 
tears; with which David each night bedewed 
his bed, washing his couch with tears. Ora-
tion 39, On the Holy Lights.44

37Cetedoc 0008, 10.32; ANF 3:674**.  John’s baptism prepared for 
the baptism that is perfected in the one whom John baptized. John’s 
baptism of repentance is looking toward the remission of sins, 
while baptism by the Holy Spirit indeed subsequently effects that 
remission. 38His body, being undefiled, needed no cleansing.   
39Baptism implied the need for a purification before entering into 
the presence of the holy. Needing no purification, he nonetheless 
submitted himself to this radical identification with sinners. Cf. Mt 
3:13-17; Lk 3:21-23. 40Cetedoc 0048, 6.112; FC 36:268**.   41SSGF 
1:74; cf. TLG 2062.152, 57.185.57-61.   42The setting apart of 
Christ on the cross for his vocation as Redeemer; cf. 1 Cor 1:30.   
43Cetedoc 0608, 7.170.30; NPNF 2 6:323. John’s baptism promised 
and anticipated a future, full remission of sins.   44TLG 2022.047, 
36.353.37-356.7; SSGF 1:74-75; cf. Ps 6:7.
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T H E  P R O C L A M A T I O N

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

M A R K  1 : 6 - 8  

Overview:  The repentance called for by John 
was like a snake shedding its old skin by push-
ing through a narrow place; so do those prepar-
ing for baptism ready themselves by repentance 
(Cyril of Jerusalem). John, clothed in contri-
tion and simplicity of life, savored the sweet 
and spiritual food of the desert to prepare for 
the lowly ministry of the Lord (Clement of 
Alexandria). The prophets before John were 
given grace to foretell the coming of Christ, but 
to John it was given both to foretell him in his 
absence and to behold him in his presence (Au-
gustine). John’s baptism offered repentance, 
while Christ’s baptism offered grace (Basil, 
Ambrose). A powerful model of ascetic disci-
pline stems from John’s mission, according to 
the type of Elijah ( Jerome). By relinquishing 
his ancestral right to the priesthood, John be-
came the herald and precursor of God’s own 
priestly self-giving (Bede). In John the law is 
beheld clothed in the penitent hair of the 
desert camel; the coming grace would be 
clothed in the tunic of the lamb ( Jerome). The 
text, however, does not offer a comparison of 
the ministries of John and Jesus, for John him-
self says that they are not comparable (Chry-
sostom). Although the mystery of baptism 
eludes our human language, we cannot there-
fore cease to attempt to speak of it (Basil).

1:6a Clothed with Camel’s Hair

Spiritual Food in the Desert. Clement of 
Alexandria: The blessed John disdained hair 
obtained from flocks of sheep as smelling of 
luxury. Instead he chose camel’s hair, making 
his life’s pattern one of simplicity and frugality. 
For he also  “ate locusts and wild honey,”1 sweet 
and spiritual food, preparing for the humble 
and self-controlled ways of the Lord. How 
could John have possibly worn a purple robe? 
He was one who avoided all false pretenses of 
the city and lived a calm existence in the desert 
apart from all frivolous pursuits, from anything 
ignoble or mean. Christ the Educator 2.11.2

The Effect of John’s Preaching on Chris-
tian Discipline. Jerome: John the Baptist had 
a religious mother and his father was a priest. 
Yet neither his mother’s affection nor his father’s 
affluence could induce him to live in his parents’ 
house at the risk of the world’s temptations. So 
he lived in the desert. Seeking Christ with his 
eyes, he refused to look at anything else. His 
rough garb, his girdle made of skins, his diet of 
locusts and wild honey were all alike designed to 
encourage virtue and continence. Later the spiri-

1Mk 1:6; Mt 3:4.   2TLG 0555.002, 2.10—112.1-24; cf. ANF 
2:266.
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tual descendants of the prophets, who were the 
monks of the Old Testament, would build for 
themselves huts by the waters of Jordan and for-
saking the crowded cities live in these on pottage 
and wild herbs.3 As long as you are at home, 
make your cell your paradise, gather there the 
varied fruits of Scripture, let them be your favor-
ite companions, and take its precepts to your 
heart.4 Letter 125, To Rusticus 7.5

Precursor of a Higher Priesthood. Bede: 
He esteemed the high priestly garment woven 
of gold cloth of less value than a garment made 
of camel’s hair, girded with a leather belt.6 
Why? Was it not that he who, by reason of a 
more perfect justice, had received for himself 
authority to preach, that he might show, even 
by the neglect of his ancestral right to the high 
priesthood, how certainly he was the herald 
and precursor of a more excellent high priest-
hood?7 Homilies on the Gospels 2.19.8

1:6b A Leather Girdle Around His Waist

For Heavy Labor. Chrysostom: You may 
ask, why did he wear a leather girdle? . . . Elijah 
also was so clothed, and likewise many others 
among holy men, either because they were 
engaged in heavy labor, or were upon a journey, 
or in any other necessity that involved labor, 
and because they despised ornament, and fol-
lowed an austere way of life. . . . Let us, putting 
away all excess, and drinking the healthy cup of 
moderation, live in a manner that is becoming 
and temperate. Let us give ourselves in earnest 
to prayer. And if we do not receive that for 
which we pray, let us persevere that we may 
receive it. And if we do receive it, then let us 
persevere all the more for what we have 
received. For it is not his will to withhold the 
gift we ask for, but in his wisdom, to encourage 

our perseverance by delaying it. The Gospel 
of St. Matthew, Homily 10.9

Elijah and John. Jerome: John, too, wears a 
leather girdle about his loins; and there was 
nothing soft or effeminate in Elijah, but every 
bit of him was hard and virile. He, too, cer-
tainly was a shaggy man.10 Homily 91, On the 
Exodus.11

1:6c He Ate Locusts and Wild Honey

Freedom from Need. Chrysostom: It was 
necessary that the precursor of the One who 
was to undo the age-long burdens of men, 
such as toil, malediction, pain and sweat, 
should in his own person give some token of 
the gifts to come, so as to stand above these 
tribulations. And so it was that he neither 
tilled the earth, nor plowed the furrow, nor 
did he eat bread of his own sweat, for his table 
was easily prepared, and his clothing more 
easily than his table, and his dwelling more 
easily than his clothing. For he had need nei-
ther of roof, nor bed, nor table, nor any such 
thing. But even while still within this flesh of 
ours he lived an almost angelic life. His cloth-
ing was put together from the hair of camels, 
so that even from his garments he might teach 
us that we free ourselves of human needs, and 
need not be bound to this earth, but that we 
may return to the pristine dignity in which 
Adam first lived, before he had need of gar-
ments or of clothing. The Gospel of St. 

3Cf. 2 Kings 4:38-39; 6:1-2.   4Cf. Ps 119:69.   5Cetedoc 0620, 
125.56.7.125.4; NPNF 2 6:246*. Having seen Christ with his eyes, 
he refused to look at anything else.   6The issue is why John refused 
the ancestral right to high priesthood.   7Cf. Heb 3:1; 4:14; 5:10; 
6:20.   8Cetedoc 1367, 2.19.36;   HOG 2:190**.   9SSGF 1:87*; TLG 
2062.152, 57.189.9-10, 14-20; 191.34-41.   102 Kings 1:8.   
11Cetedoc 0601, 111; FC  57:240.



Mark 1:6-8

8

Matthew, Homily 10.12

Shedding Skin Through a Narrow Pas-
sage. Cyril of Jerusalem: He fed on locusts 
to make his soul grow wings. Sated with honey, 
the words he spoke were sweeter than honey and 
of more profit. Clothed in a garment of camel’s 
hair, he exemplified in his own person the holy 
life. . . . For every snake puts off its signs of age 
by pushing through some narrow place, and gets 
rid of its old apparel by squeezing it off. From 
then on it is young again in body. So  “enter in at 
the straight and narrow gate,”13 squeeze yourself 
through by fasting, break yourself away from 
perishing,  “put off the old nature with its 
deeds.”14 The Catechetical Lectures 3.6.15

1:7a Mightier Than I

None Greater Than John. Cyril of Jerusa-
lem: Even though Elijah the Tishbite was taken 
up to heaven,16 he was not greater than John. 
Enoch too was translated17 but was not greater 
than John. Moses was the greatest of lawgivers 
and all the prophets were admirable, but none 
greater than John. It is not I who would dare to 
compare prophet with prophet, but their Master 
and ours who himself declared  “Among those 
born of women there is none greater than John.”18 
Not  “born of virgins,” observe! but  “born of 
women.”19 The Catechetical Lectures 3.6.20

The Baptism of John and Christian Bap-
tism. Ambrose: Neither repentance avails 
without grace, nor grace without repentance; 
for repentance must first condemn sin, that 
grace may blot it out. So then John, who was a 
type of the law, came baptizing for repentance, 
while Christ came to offer grace. Epistle 84.21

The Prologue to Baptism. Jerome: As he 

himself bodily preceded Christ as his forerun-
ner, so also his baptism was the prologue to the 
Lord’s baptism. The Dialogue Against the 
Luciferians 7.22

The Hair of the Camel and the Tunic of 
the Lamb. Jerome:  “One mightier than I is 
coming after me, the thong of whose sandals I 
am not worthy to stoop down and untie.”23 The 
meaning of the words:  “He must increase, I 
must decrease,”24 is that the gospel must in-
crease, but I, the law, must decrease. John, that 
is, the law in John, was clothed, therefore, in 
the hair of a camel, for he could not wear a 
tunic of the lamb of whom it is said:  “Behold 
the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world;”25 and again:  “He is led like a lamb to 
the slaughter.”26 In the law, we cannot wear a 
tunic from that Lamb. Homily 75.27

More Than a Prophet. Augustine: John 
therefore was a foreteller of Christ, nearer to 
him in time than all who went before him. And 
because all the righteous ones and prophets of 
former times desired to see the fulfillment of 
what, through the revelation of the Spirit, they 
foresaw should come to pass—so also the Lord 
himself says that  “many prophets and right-
eous men have desired to see those things 

12TLG 2062.152, 57.188.26-42; SSGF 1:86*.   13Mt 7:13-14; Lk 
13:24.   14Eph 4:22; Col 3:9.   15TLG 2110.003, 36.18-21; 7.12-17; 
LCC 4:93-94.  By his way of life he displayed the seriousness of his 
preaching. 162 Kings 2:11.   17Cf. Gen 5:24.   18Lk 7:28.   19Cyril 
defines the position of John in the history of salvation with preci-
sion: greater than Moses, less than Christ; culminating the law and 
prophets yet awaiting the anointed one to whom they point; 
greater than others born of women; lesser than the one born of the 
virgin.   20TLG 2110.003, 3.6.7-14; LCC 4:93**. That there is none 
greater born of woman than John does not imply that John’s great-
ness exceeds that of the Lord himself, who was born of a virgin.   
21Cetedoc 0160, 9.68.7.82.2.172.69; FC 26:470*. 22Cetedoc 0608, 
7.170.40; NPNF 2 6:323**.   23Mk 1:7.   24Jn 3:30. 25Jn 1:29.   26Is 
53:7.   27Cetedoc 0594, 1.107; FC 57:125.
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which you see, and have not seen them; and to 
hear those things which you hear, and have not 
heard them.”28 Therefore it was said of John 
that he was more than a prophet, and that 
among all that were born of women there was 
none greater than he,29 because to the righteous 
who went before him it was only granted to 
foretell the coming of Christ, but to John it was 
given both to foretell him in his absence and to 
behold him in his presence, so that it should be 
found that to him was made manifest what the 
others had desired. Answer to the Letters 
of Petilian, the Donatist 2.37.30

1:7b The Thong of Whose Sandals I Am 
Not Worthy to Stoop Down and Untie

Their Incomparability. Chrysostom: John 
was setting forth the anticipatory and ancillary 
value of his own baptism, showing that it had 
no other purpose than to lead to repentance. 
He did not say he baptized with water of for-
giveness, but of repentance. He pointed toward 
Christ’s baptism, full of inexpressible gifts. 
John seems to be saying:  “On being told that he 
comes after me, you must not think lightly of 
him because he comes later. When you under-
stand the power of Christ’s gift, you will see 
that I said nothing lofty or noble when I said  ‘I 
am unworthy to untie the thong of his sandal.’ 
When you hear, ‘He is mightier than I,’ do not 
imagine that I said this by way of comparison. 
For I am not worthy to be ranked so much as 
among Christ’s servants, no, not even the low-
est of his servants, nor to receive the least hon-
ored portion of his ministry.” Therefore John 
did not simply say,  “his sandals,” he said  “the 
thong of his sandals,” the part counted the least 
of all.31 The Gospel of St. Matthew, Hom-
ily 11.5.32

1:8a Baptized with Water

Whether Jesus Baptized. Origen: The 
Messiah therefore does not baptize in water, 
but his disciples do. He reserves for himself the 
baptism in the Holy Spirit and fire. Commen-
tary on John 6.23.33

Baptism Under Mosaic Law Compared  
with John’s Baptism. Basil: The baptism 
which was handed down through Moses recog-
nized, first, a distinction among sins, for the 
grace of pardon was not accorded all transgres-
sions. It also required various sacrifices, laid 
down precise rules for purification, and segre-
gated for a time those who were in a state of 
impurity and defilement. It appointed the obser-
vance of days and seasons, and only then bap-
tism was received as the seal of purification. The 
baptism of John was far more excellent: It recog-
nized no distinction of sins, nor did it require a 
variety of sacrifices, nor did it appoint strict 
rules for purification or any observance of days 
or seasons. Indeed, with no delay at all, anyone 
who had confessed his sins, however numerous 
or grave, had access at once to the grace of God 
and his Christ. Concerning Baptism 31.2.34

1:8b With the Holy Spirit

Stammering Before the Mystery of Bap-
tism. Basil: The baptism of the Lord, how-
ever, surpasses all human powers of compre-
hension. It contains a glory beyond all that 

28Mt 13:17.   29Mt 11:9, 11; Lk 7:28.   30Cetedoc 0333, 2.37.87.71.15; 
NPNF 1 4:552-53*. 31Cf. Lk 3:16; Jn 1:27; 3:28-30.   32TLG 
2062.152, 57.196.46-62; NPNF 1 10:71; cf. 110:19.   33TLG 
2042.005, 6.23.125.11-12. Jesus did not himself baptize, but sent the 
Holy Spirit to baptize. 34TLG 2040.052, 31.1533.11-26; FC 
9:355*. The penitent with sins great and small were offered immedi-
ate access to the grace of repentance in the coming of Christ.   



Mark 1:6-8

10

humanity hopes or prays for, a preeminence of 
grace and power which exceeds the others35 
more than the sun outshines the stars. More 
than this, if  the words of the righteous are 
recalled to mind, they prove even more con-
clusively its incomparable superiority. Yet, we 
must not therefore refrain from speaking of it, 
but, using the very utterances of our Lord 
Jesus Christ as our guides,we grope along the 
way, as with a mirror, or through the maze of 
an enigma. We must speak, not so as to dimin-
ish the greatness of the subject, by an exposi-
tion made in weakness of body and with the 
aid of a form of reasoning that is set at 
naught. We must speak to magnify the great-
ness and the long-suffering benevolence of the 
good God in tolerating our stammering 
attempts to speak about the prodigies of his 
love and grace in Christ Jesus. Concerning 
Baptism 31.2.36

The Distinction Between Water and 
Spirit. Jerome: He is drawing a comparison, 
therefore, between the law and the gospel. Far-
ther, he says:  “I have baptized you with water,” 
that is, the law;  “but he will baptize you with 
the Holy Spirit,”37 that is the gospel. Homily 
76.38

The Perfection of Baptism. Jerome: No 
baptism can be called perfect except that which 
depends on the cross and resurrection of 
Christ. The Dialogue Against the Lucifer-
ians 7.39

T H E  B A P T I S M  O F  J E S U S

M A R K  1 : 9 - 1 1  

Overview: The dove, wholly benign, injuring 
nothing, symbolizes innocence (Chrysostom), 
simplicity (Bede) and grace (Augustine). Those 
who study the habits of the dove learn peace 
(Bede). After the flood, by which the iniquity of 

the old world was cleansed away (after, so to 
speak, the baptism of the world), the dove pro-
claimed to the earth the tempering of the wrath 
of heaven (Tertullian). The dove points to 
Jesus as the new Noah, the pilot of the nature 

35Baptism under Mosaic law and under John’s preaching.   36FC 
9:356*; TLG 2042.052, 31.1533 37Mk 1:8.   38Cetedoc 0594, 2.45; 
FC 57:133. The baptism of repentance with water is the last act 
under the dispensation of the law, and the baptism of the Spirit is 
the first act under the dispensation of the gospel.   39Cetedoc 0608, 
7.171.6; NPNF 2 6:323**.
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that is everywhere in shipwreck (Gregory 
Thaumaturgus). In the opening of heaven a rec-
onciliation is taking place between Creator and 
creation through the Redeemer by the testimony 
of the Holy Spirit (Hippolytus). In the baptism 
of Jesus, the Father bore witness, the Son re-
ceived witness and the Holy Spirit gave confir-
mation—thus in the Jordan the triune mystery 
began to be disclosed (Origen), the Son appear-
ing as a man and the Spirit as a dove (Augus-
tine). Jesus did not become Son only at his 
baptism, for he is eternally the Son of the Father 
(Origen) in an abiding sonship that our tempo-
ral minds can approach only with wonder and 
awe  (Ambrose). Though the eternal Son had no 
external need of baptism, he freely submitted to 
John’s baptism (Gregory Nazianzen, Am-
brose, Augustine).

1:9 Baptized by John in the Jordan

The Hallowing of Water. Gregory 
Nazianzen: As man he was baptized,1 but he 
absolved sins as God.2 He needed no purifying 
rites himself—his purpose was to hallow 
water. Oration 29, On the Son.3

1:10a The Heavens Opened

The Divine-Human Reconciliation. Hip-
polytus:4 Do you see, beloved, how many and 
how great blessings we would have lost if  the 
Lord had yielded to the exhortation of John 
and declined baptism? For the heavens had 
been shut before this.5 The region above was 
inaccessible. We might descend to the lower 
parts, but not ascend to the upper. So it hap-
pened not only that the Lord was being bap-
tized—he also was making new the old 
creation. He was bringing the alienated under 
the scepter of adoption.6  For straightway  “the 

heavens were opened to him.” A reconciliation 
took place between the visible and the invisi-
ble. The celestial orders were filled with joy, 
the diseases of earth were healed, secret 
things made known, those at enmity restored 
to amity. For you have heard the word of the 
Evangelist, saying,  “ The heavens were opened 
to him,” on account of three wonders.7 At the 
baptism of Christ the Bridegroom, it was fit-
ting that the heavenly chamber should open 
its glorious gates.8 So when the Holy Spirit 
descended in the form of a dove, and the 
Father’s voice spread everywhere, it was fit-
ting that  “the gates of heaven should be lifted 
up.”9 The Discourse on the Holy Theoph-
any 106.11

The New Noah. Gregory Thaumaturgus:
And stretching forth slowly his right hand, 
which seemed both to tremble and to rejoice, 
John baptized the Lord. Then his detractors 
who were present, with those in the vicinity 
and those from a distance, connived together, 
and spoke among themselves asking:  “Was 
John then superior to Jesus? Was it without 
cause that we thought John greater, and does 
not his very baptism attest this? Is not he who 
baptizes presented as the greater, and he who is 
baptized as the less important?” But just as 
they, in their ignorance of the mystery of the 

1Mt 3:16; Lk 3:21.   2Jn 1:29; Mt 9:2.  3TLG 2022.009.20.1-20.2; 
FGFR 258.   4The authorship is uncertain, but it is attributed to 
Hippolytus.   5Due to the rejection of sin by the holy God.   
6Those lost from the family of God are reincluded by adoption; 
cf. Rom 8:15. 7Father, Son and Holy Spirit all appear at the 
theophany of Jesus’ baptism.   8A reconciliation is taking place 
between the Creator and creation through the Redeemer by the 
testimony of the Holy Spirit. The bride is welcoming the groom 
into the bridal chamber. Those alienated from the family of God 
are being reincluded by adoption.   9Ps 24:7.   10Appearance of 
God, in this case at his baptism.   11TLG 2115.026, 6.1-16; ANF 
5:236; cf. AEG 1:303. 
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divine economy,12 babbled about with each 
other, the holy One who alone is Lord spoke. 
He who by nature is the Father of the only 
begotten (who alone was begotten in unblem-
ished fashion) instantly rectified their blunted 
imaginations. He opened the gates of the heav-
ens and sent down the Holy Spirit in the form 
of a dove, lighting upon the head of Jesus, 
pointing him out right there as the new Noah, 
even the maker of Noah, and the good pilot of 
the nature13 which is in shipwreck. And he 
himself calls with clear voice out of heaven, and 
says:  “This is my beloved Son,”14—Jesus, not 
John: the One baptized, and not the one bap-
tizing; the One who was begotten of me before 
all time, and not the one who was begotten of 
Zechariah; the One who was born of Mary 
after the flesh, and not the one who was brought 
forth by Elizabeth beyond all expectation; the 
One who was the fruit of the virginity which 
he yet preserved intact, not the one who was 
the shoot from a sterility removed; the One 
who had his encounter with you, and not the 
one brought up in the wilderness. This is my 
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased: my 
Son, of the same substance with myself, and 
not of a different; of the same essence with me 
according to what is unseen, and of the same 
essence with you according to what is seen, yet 
without sin. The Fourth Homily, On the 
Holy Theophany, or Of Christ’s Baptism.15

1:10b The Spirit Descending upon Him

The Descent of the Spirit. Ambrose: John, 
who baptized, stood by, and behold, the Holy 
Spirit descended as a dove. Not a dove 
descended, but  “as a dove.”. . . Descended for 
what reason? Not that the Lord Jesus himself 
might seem to be in need of the mystery of 
sanctification, but that he himself might sanc-

tify, that the Spirit also might sanctify. The 
Sacraments 1.6.16

John’s Baptism and Christ’s. Augustine:
Those who receive the baptism of Christ need 
not seek the baptism of John. Those who 
received the baptism of John did indeed seek 
the baptism of Christ. . . . No baptism was nec-
essary for Christ, but he freely received the 
baptism of a servant ( John) to draw us toward 
his baptism. Tractate on John 5.5.3, 4.17

1:10c Like a Dove

The Image of Innocence. Origen: A dove—
a tame, innocent and simple bird. Hence we are 
taught to copy the innocence of doves. Homi-
lies on Luke, Homily 27.18

The Absence of Gall. Tertullian: The 
Holy Spirit came in the form of a dove in order 
that the nature of the Holy Spirit might be 
made plain by means of a creature of utter sim-
plicity and innocence. For the dove’s body has 
no gall in it. So after the deluge, by which the 
iniquity of the old world was purged away, 
after, so to speak, the baptism of the world, the 
dove as herald proclaimed to the earth the tem-
pering of the wrath of heaven—sent forth from 

12Thomas Torrance describes the divine economy as  “the patristic 
expression for the orderly way in which God communicates himself 
to us within the structures of space and time, in which he remains 
what he is eternally in himself while communicating himself to us 
really and truly and without reserve in Jesus Christ and in his Spirit.” 
In John Thompson, ed., Modern Trinitarian Perspectives (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994), 25.   13Of humanity.   14Mt 3:17; 
17:5; Mk 1:11; 9:7; Lk 9:35. 15PG 10.1188; ANF 6:70-71**. The 
authorship of this work is disputed. It has also been attributed to 
Gregory of Antioch cf. ANF 10:326; 331. 16Cetedoc 0154(M), 
1.5.17.22.33; FC 44:274-75*. Christ was baptized not because he was 
needy but that he might be set apart for the messianic ministry.   
17Cetedoc 0278, 5.5.25; FC 78:112**.   18TLG 2042.016, 27.160.6-8; 
AEG 1:307.    
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the ark and returning with an olive branch,19 
which is a sign of peace among the nations. On 
Baptism 8.20

The Gentle Deliverance. Chrysostom: 
But why in the form of a dove? The dove is a 
gentle and pure creature. Since then the Spirit, 
too, is  “a Spirit of gentleness,”21 he appears in 
the form of a dove, reminding us of Noah, to 
whom, when once a common disaster had over-
taken the whole world and humanity was in 
danger of perishing, the dove appeared as a sign 
of deliverance from the tempest, and bearing an 
olive branch, published the good tidings of a 
serene presence over the whole world.22 All 
these things were given as a type of things to 
come. . . . In this case the dove also appeared, 
not bearing an olive branch, but pointing to our 
Deliverer from all evils, bringing hope filled 
with grace. For this dove does not simply lead 
one family out of an ark, but the whole world 
toward heaven at her appearing.23 And instead 
of a branch of peace from an olive tree, she con-
veys the possibility of adoption24 for all the 
world’s offspring in common. The Gospel of 
St. Matthew, Homily 12.3.25

The Visible Word. Augustine: Why did the 
Son of God appear as a man and the Holy 
Spirit as a dove?26 Because the Son of God 
came to show humanity a pattern for living, 
whereas the Holy Spirit made his appearance 
to bestow the gift which enables excellent liv-
ing.27 Moreover, both appearances surely came 
in a visible manner for the sake of carnal eyes. 
For we must pass by degrees through the visi-
ble sacraments from those things which are 
seen with the physical eyes to those things 
which are understood spiritually by the mind. 
For human words make a sound and then pass 
away. But when the divine Word is expressed, 

that which is signified by the words does not 
pass away.28 Questions, Question 43.29

The Gift. Augustine: The dove is not for 
sale; it is given gratis. Hence it is called grace. 
Tractate on John 10.6.3.30

A Stranger to Malice. Bede: The image of 
a dove is placed before us by God so that we 
may learn the simplicity favored by him. So let 
us meditate on the nature of the dove, that 
from each one of its features of innocence we 
may learn the principles of a more becoming 
life. The dove is a stranger to malice. So may all 
bitterness, anger and indignation be taken 
away from us, together with all malice. The 
dove injures nothing with its mouth or talons, 
nor does it nourish itself or its young on tiny 
mice or grubs, as do almost all smaller birds. 
Let us see that our teeth are not weapons and 
arrows.31 Homilies on the Gospels 1.12.32

1:11a A Voice from Heaven

The Triune Witness. Origen: In the Jordan 
the Trinity was manifested to humanity. The 
Father bore witness, the Son received witness, 
and the Holy Spirit gave confirmation. Frag-
ments on Matthew 58.33

19Cf. Gen 8:11.   20Cetedoc 0008, 8.12; AEG 1:304*.   21Cf. Gal 5:22, 
which lists the fruit of the Spirit.   22Cf. Gen 8:11.   23The dove of 
Noah led one family to deliverance, while the dove of Jesus’  bap-
tism led the whole family of God throughout the world to eternal 
peace. 24Adoption is into the family of God by faith.   25NPNF 1 
10:77**, TLG 2062.152, 57. 205.25-35, 41-47; cf. GMI 15. The 
same phrase,  “like a dove,” appears in Matthew, Mark and Luke.   
26Mt 3:16; Mk 1:10; Lk 3:22; Jn 1:32. 27Cf. Rom 8:2, 10; Gal 6:8.   
28Cf. Is 55:11.   29Cetedoc 0289, 43.1; FC 70:74-75*.   30Cetedoc 
0278, 10.6.24; FC 78:217. 31Ps 57:4 (LXX 56:5).   32Cetedoc 1367, 
1.12.197; HOG 1:120**.   33GLCS 41.1.38; AEG 307. Origen 
remarks in his Homilies on Genesis:  “Then for the first time the mys-
tery of the Trinity began to be disclosed” (Homily 2.5, FC 71:84).   
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The Triune Presence. Augustine: The 
Trinity appears very clearly: the Father in the 
voice, the Son in the man, the Spirit in the 
dove. Tractate on John 6.5.1.34

Three in One. Augustine: In the Scripture 
many details are mentioned distinguishably of 
each of the triune Persons individually, such as 
cannot be said of them jointly, even though they 
are inseparably together, as when they are made 
manifest by corporeal sounds. So in certain pas-
sages of Scripture and through certain created 
beings they are shown separately and succes-
sively, as the Father in the voice which is heard:  
“Thou art my Son,”35 and the Son in the human 
nature which he took from the Virgin,36 and the 
Holy Spirit in the physical appearance of a 
dove.37 These are mentioned distinguishably, it 
is true, but they do not prove that the Three are 
separated. To explicate this, we take as an exam-
ple the unity of our memory, our understanding, 
our will. Although we list these distinguishably, 
individually and in their various functions, there 
is nothing we do or say which proceeds from one 
of them without the other two.38 However, we 
are not to think that these three faculties are 
compared to the Trinity so as to resemble it at 
every point, for a comparison is never given such 
importance in an argument that it exactly fits 
the thing to which it is compared. Besides, when 
can any likeness in a created being be applied to 
the Creator? Letter 169, To Euodius.39

1:11b My Beloved Son

The Father’s Voice. Hippolytus:40 For this 
reason did the Father send down the Holy 
Spirit from heaven upon the One who was bap-
tized. . . . For what reason? That the faithful-
ness of the Father’s voice might be made 
known. . . . Listen to the Father’s voice:  “This 

is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” 
This is he who is named the son of Joseph, who 
according to the divine essence is my only 
begotten.  “This is my beloved Son,” yes, none 
other than the One who himself becomes hun-
gry, yet feeds countless numbers. He is my Son 
who himself becomes weary, yet gives rest to 
the weary.41 He has no place to lay his head,42 
yet bears up all things in his hand. He suffers, 
yet heals sufferings. He is beaten, yet confers 
liberty upon the world.43 He is pierced in his 
side,44 yet repairs the side of Adam. The Dis-
course on the Holy Theophany 7.45

One Without Beginning. Origen: This is 
spoken to him by God, with whom all time is 
today. For there is no evening with God, as I see 
it, and there is no morning—nothing but time 
that stretches out, along with his unbeginning 
and unseen life. The day is today with him in 
which the Son was begotten. Thus the begin-
ning of his birth is not to be found, as neither is 
the day of it.46 Commentary on John 1.32.47

The Eternal Relation. Ambrose: These 
words are not to be understood, when we speak 
of God, as when we speak of bodies. The gener-
ation of the Son is incomprehensible,48 the 
Father begets without changing his nature. Yet 

34Cetedoc 0278, 6.5.11; FC 78:133.   35Cf. Ps 2:7; Mt 3:17; Mk 1:11; 
Lk 3:22; Acts 13:33; Heb 5:5.   36Mt 1:23, 25; Lk 2:7.   37Mt 3:16; 
Mk 1:10; Lk 3:22; Jn 1:32.   38As memory, understanding and will 
are three and can be conceived distinguishably, nothing we do or 
say proceeds from one of them without the other two. In this way 
God is three yet one. 39Cetedoc 0262, 169.44.2.615.5; FC 30:54-55.   
40The authorship is uncertain.   41Cf. Mt 11:28-29.   42Cf. Mt 8:20; 
Lk 9:58.   43Heb 1:3; cf. Lk 4:18; 2 Cor 3:17.   44Jn 19:34.   45ANF 
5:236*; TLG 2115.026, 7.5-6, 9-10, 12-20. The paradox of his son-
ship is that under the conditions of the incarnation he must endure 
suffering, hunger and oppression.   46The Word did not become 
Son only at a specific time, such as his baptism, for he was eternally 
the Son of the Father.   47TLG 2042.005, 1.29.204.3-8; ANF 
9:314*.   48Within the categories of the temporal.
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this begottenness is of himself. In ages incon-
ceivably remote the true God has begotten one 
who is truly God. Exposition of the Chris-
tian Faith 1.10.67.49

1:11c With Thee I Am Well Pleased

The Waters Sanctified. Ephrem the Syr-
ian: Today the Source of all the graces of bap-
tism comes himself to be baptized in the river 
Jordan, there to make himself known to the 
world. Seeing him approach, John stretches out 
his hand to hold him back, protesting: Lord, by 
your own baptism you sanctify all others; yours 
is the true baptism, the source of perfect holi-
ness. How can you wish to submit to mine? But 
the Lord replies, I wish it to be so. Come and 
baptize me. Do as I wish, for surely you cannot 
refuse me. Why do you hesitate, why are you so 
afraid? Do you not realize that the baptism I 
ask for is mine by every right? By my baptism 
the waters will be sanctified, receiving from me 
fire and the Holy Spirit. . . . See the hosts of 
heaven hushed and still, as the all-holy Bride-
groom goes down into the Jordan. No sooner is 
he baptized than he comes up from the waters, 
his splendor shining forth over the earth. The 
gates of heaven are opened, and the Father’s 

voice is heard:  “This is my beloved Son in 
whom I am well pleased.” All who are present 
stand in awe as they watch the Spirit descend 
to bear witness to him. O come all you peoples, 
worship him! Praise to you, Lord, for your glo-
rious epiphany which brings joy to us all! The 
whole world has become radiant with the light 
of your manifestation. Hymns on Nativity 
(Epiphany) 14.50

Varied Terms Convey the Same Meaning. 
Augustine: Whichever of the Evangelists may 
have preserved for us the words as they were 
literally uttered by the heavenly voice, the 
others51 have varied the terms only with the 
object of setting forth the same sense more 
familiarly, so that what is thus given by all of 
them might be understood as if the expression 
were: In You I have set my good pleasure; that 
is to say, by You I am doing what is my plea-
sure. Harmony of the Gospels 2.14.31.52

T H E  T E M P T A T I O N  O F  J E S U S

M A R K  1 : 1 2 - 1 3

49 Cetedoc 0150, 1.10.49; NPNF 2 10:212**. His begottenness is 
eternal, not in time.   50CSCO  186-187:218-224;  JF B 28-29.  
51The other Evangelists. Augustine is asking whether the voice said  
“with Thee” (Mk 1:11),  “with whom” (Mt 3:17) or  “in Thee” (Lk 
3:22).   52Cetedoc 0273, 2.14.31.132.11; NPNF 2 6:119-20*. Here 
we are taught not to be too literalistic in reading the Gospels, for all 
three Evangelists mean substantially the same thing.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A12-13&version=RSV
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Overview: The setting of Jesus’ temptation, 
like that of Eve’s, is the wilderness, with its 
loneliness and vulnerability (Chrysostom). 
Baptism is accompanied by prayer and fasting 
and is followed by earnest perseverance (Bede). 
The dynamics of temptation proceed first by 
suggestion, then by taking delight in the sug-
gestion, then by consent (Gregory the 
Great).

1:12 The Spirit Drove Him Out into the 
Wilderness

The Wilderness Setting. Chrysostom: 
You see how the Spirit led him, not into a city 
or public arena, but into a wilderness. In this 
desolate place, the Spirit extended the devil an 
occasion to test him, not only by hunger, but 
also by loneliness, for it is there most especially 
that the devil assails us, when he sees us left 
alone and by ourselves. In this same way did he 
also confront Eve in the beginning, having 
caught her alone and apart from her husband. 
The Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 13.1.1

1:13 Tempted by Satan

Suggestion, Delight, Consent. Gregory 
the Great: Temptation is brought to fulfill-
ment by three stages: suggestion, delight, con-
sent. And we in temptation generally fall 
through delight, and then through consent; for 
being begotten of the sin of the flesh we bear 
within us that through which we suffer con-
flict. But God, incarnate in the womb of a vir-
gin, came into the world without sin, and so 
suffers no conflict within himself. He could 
therefore be tempted by suggestion, but the 

delight of sin could never touch his mind. So 
all these temptations of the devil were from 
without, not from within Him. On the Gos-
pel of the Sunday Sermon 16.2

The Succession of Temptations. Bede:
Soon after he had been baptized, he performed a 
fast of forty days by himself,3 and he taught and 
informed us by his example that, after we have 
received forgiveness of sins in baptism, we 
should devote ourselves to vigils, fasts, prayers 
and other spiritually fruitful things, lest when 
we are sluggish and less vigilant the unclean 
spirit expelled from our heart by baptism may 
return, and finding us fruitless in spiritual 
riches, weigh us down again with a sevenfold 
pestilence, and our last state would then be 
worse than the first.4 Let us be wary that we do 
not relight the fires of old obsessions which 
would wreck us on our new voyage. Whatever 
sort of flaming sword it is that guards the door-
way of paradise has been already effectively 
extinguished for each of the faithful in the font 
of baptism. For the unfaithful, however, the gate 
remains always formidable, and also for those 
falsely called faithful though they have not been 
chosen, since they have no fear of entangling 
themselves in sins after baptism. It is as though 
the same fire put out in baptism has been rekin-
dled after it had been once extinguished. Homi-
lies on the Gospels 1.12.5

1TLG 2062.152, 57.209.28-36; NPNF 1 10:80*. The theme of 
temptation alone in the wilderness appears similarly in Matthew, 
Mark and Luke. 2Cetedec 1711, 1.16.1.23; SSGF 2:3.   3Mt 4:2; 
Mk 1:13; Lk 4:2.   4Mt 12:43-45; Lk 11:24-26.   5Cetedoc 1367, 
1.12.174; HOG 1:119-20**.
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T H E  C A L L  O F  T H E  F I R S T  D I S C I P L E S

M A R K  1 : 1 4 - 2 0

Overview: The Lord thought it better to use 
the most rustic and common persons as minis-
ters of his own design, so as to underscore that 
this is a work of divine grace (Origen, Euse-
bius). It is preposterous from the world’s point 
of view that those without education could be 
used to instruct the nations (Eusebius). There 
must have been something divinely compelling 
in the Savior’s guileless countenance that per-
sons, merely upon seeing him, could trust ( Je-
rome). The disciples could no longer be con-
cerned with anything pertaining to this earthly 
life insofar as it might run counter to the call-
ing of the Lord (Basil). All worldly resources 
are to be left behind in response to the coming 
reign of God (Tertullian). The joy of faith 
makes up for whatever bitterness may accom-
pany repentance ( Jerome).

1:15 Repent and Believe

The Mingling of Joy and Sorrow. Jerome: 
The sweetness of the apple makes up for the 
bitterness of the root. The hope of gain makes 
pleasant the perils of the sea. The expectation 
of health mitigates the nauseousness of medi-

cine. One who desires the kernel breaks the 
nut. So one who desires the joy of a holy con-
science swallows down the bitterness of pen-
ance.1 Commentary on the Gospels.2

1:16 They Were Fishermen

Common Men on an Uncommon Mission. 
Eusebius: Reflect on the nature and grandeur of 
the one Almighty God who could associate him-
self with the poor of the lowly fisherman’s class.3 
To use them to carry out God’s mission baffles 
all rationality. For having conceived the inten-
tion, which no one ever before had done, of 
spreading his own commands and teachings to 
all nations, and of revealing himself as the 
teacher of the religion of the one Almighty God 
to all humanity, he thought good to use the most 
unsophisticated and common people as minis-

1Jerome, like most early Christian writers, viewed penance—con-
crete acts demonstrating repentance and sorrow over postbaptis-
mal sin—as an integral aspect of genuine conversion. Later 
Protestant critics such as Luther would critique late medieval dis-
tortions of earlier medieval penitential doctrine. Cf. EEC 667-669; 
MLSW, 249-53.   2GC 3:370.   3It is an irony of providence that 
such an extraordinary mission should depend upon such ordinary 
men.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A14-20&version=RSV
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ters of his own design. Maybe God just wanted 
to work in the most unlikely way. For how could 
inarticulate folk be made able to teach, even if 
they were appointed teachers to only one person, 
much less to a multitude? How should those 
who were themselves without education 
instruct the nations? . . . When he had thus 
called them as his followers, he breathed into 
them his divine power, and filled them with 
strength and courage. As God himself he spoke 
God’s true word to them in his own way, 
enabling them to do great wonders, and made 
them pursuers of rational and thinking souls, by 
empowering them to come after him, saying:  
“Come, follow me, and I will make you fish for 
people.”4 With this empowerment God sent 
them forth to be workers and teachers of holi-
ness to all the nations, declaring them heralds of 
his own teaching. Proof of the Gospel 3.7.5

1:17 Follow Me, and I Will Make You 
Fishers of Men

On Choosing the Unlettered. Origen:

Now we can see how in a short time this reli-
gion has grown up, making progress through 
the persecution and death of its adherents and 
through their endurance of confiscation of 
property and every kind of bodily torture. And 
this is particularly remarkable since the teach-
ers themselves were neither very skillful nor 
very numerous. For in spite of all, this word is 
being  “preached in all the world,”6 so that 
Greeks and barbarians, wise and foolish now 
are adopting the Christian religion.7 Hence 
there can be no doubt that it is not by human 
strength or resources that the word of Christ 
comes to prevail with all authority and con-
vincing power in the minds and hearts of all 
humanity. On First Principles 4.1.2.8

The Resistance of the Unlettered. Euse-
bius:  “But how can we do it?” the disciples 
might reasonably have answered.  “How can we 
preach to Romans? How can we argue with 
Egyptians? We are brought up to use the 
Syrian9 tongue only. What language shall we 
speak to Greeks? How shall we persuade Per-
sians, Armenians, Chaldeans, Scythians, Indi-
ans and other scattered nations to give up their 
ancestral gods and worship the Creator of all? 
What abilities in speaking have we to depend 
upon in attempting such work as this? And 
what hope of success can we have if we dare to 
proclaim laws directly opposed to the laws 
about their own gods that have been estab-
lished for ages among all nations? By what 
power shall we ever survive our daring 
attempt?” The Proof of the Gospel 3.7.10

1:18 Immediately They Left Their Nets

What Is to Be Left Behind. Tertullian: 
Do you hesitate about your business and pro-
fessions for the sake of your children and par-
ents? It has been demonstrated to us in Scrip-
ture that any too dear relations, crafts and 
trades are to be quite left behind for the 
Lord’s sake. For James and John, called by the 
Lord, immediately leave quite behind both 
father and ship.11 Matthew is roused from the 
toll-booth.12 Even burying a father was too 
tardy a business for faith!13 None of those 
whom the Lord chose to him said,  “I have no 

4Mk 1:17 NRSV; Mt 4:19.   5TLG 2018.005, 3.7.4.1-6.2; 8.1-8;  
POG 1:156**. The Lord used the most rustic and common persons 
as ministers of his own design, to underscore that this is entirely a 
work of grace. 6Mt 24:14.   7Cf. Rom 1:14. 8TLG 2042.002, 
4.1.2.1-9; OFP 259. Humble fishermen were chosen to put the 
focus upon the power of God.   9Aramaic.   10TLG 2018.005, 
3.7.10.1-11..8; POG 1:157*.   11Mt 4:21-22; Mk 1:19-20; Lk 
5:10-11. 12Mt 9:9; Mk 2:14; Lk 5:28.   13Lk 9:59-60.   
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means to live.” On Idolatry 12.14

Making a Place for Him. Augustine: And 
from that day they adhered to him so resolutely 
that they did not depart. . . . Let us, also, our-
selves build a house in our heart and make a 
place where he may come and teach us. Trac-
tate on John 7.9.2, 3.15

1:20 They Left Their Father in the Boat

His Compelling Call. Jerome: There must 
have been something divinely compelling in the 
face of the Savior. Otherwise they would not 
have acted so irrationally as to follow a man 
whom they had never seen before. Does one 
leave a father to follow a man in whom he sees 
nothing more than he sees in his father? They 
left their father of the flesh to follow the Father 
of the spirit. They did not leave a father; they 
found a Father. What is the point of this 
digression? To show that there was something 
divine in the Savior’s very countenance that 
men, seeing, could not resist. Homily 83.16

Detaching All. Basil: A beginning is made 
by detaching oneself from all external goods: 

property, self-importance, social class and use-
less desire, following the holy example of the 
Lord’s disciples. James and John left their 
father Zebedee and the very boat upon which 
their whole livelihood depended.17 Matthew 
left his counting house and followed the Lord, 
not merely leaving behind the profits of his 
occupation, but also paying no heed to the 
dangers which were sure to befall both him-
self and his family at the hands of the magis-
trates because he had left the tax accounts 
unfinished.18 Paul speaks of the whole world 
being crucified to him, and he to the world.19 
Thus, those who are strongly seized with the 
desire of following Christ can no longer be 
concerned with anything pertaining to this 
life, not even with the love of their parents or 
other relatives insofar as this runs counter to 
the calling of the Lord. The Long Rules, 
Question 8.20

14Cetedoc 0023, 43.16; ANF 3:68**. 15Cetedoc 0278, 7.9.12; FC 
78:162-63. 16Cetedoc 0594, 9.37; FC 57:180**. 17Mk 1:20.   
18Mt 9:9.   19Gal 6:14.  “But far be it from me to glory except in the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been cru-
cified to me, and I to the world.”   20TLG 2040.048.31.936.39-
937.5; FC 9:254*.



Mark 1:21-28

20

J E S U S  I N  T H E  S Y N A G O G U E

A T  C A P E R N A U M

M A R K  1 : 2 1 - 2 8  

 

Overview: The demonic powers were the first 
to be confronted by the Lord (Bede). Even if 
the demons confessed Christ, without charity 
that meant nothing (Chrysostom, 
Ambrose, Augustine). While Peter’s confes-
sion sounded almost the same verbally as the 
demonic confession, the crucial difference 
was that Peter confessed out of love, the de-
mons out of fear (Augustine). So we are not to 
believe the demonic powers, even when they tell 
the truth (Ambrose). Jesus silenced the de-
mons because he did not wish that the truth 
should proceed from an unclean mouth (Atha-
nasius). It was fitting that the truth should be-
come a means of judgment not only for the 
salvation of those who believe but also for the 
condemnation of those who do not believe, that 
all should be fairly judged (Irenaeus).

1:24a What Have You to Do with Us, Jesus 

of Nazareth?

The Earliest Intimation of His Identity. 
Bede: It was appropriate, since death first 
entered into the world through the devil’s 
envy,1 that the healing medicine of salvation 
should first operate against him. . . . The 
presence of the Savior is the torment of the 
devils. Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 
1.1.25.2

1:24b Have You Come to Destroy Us?

Toward Hasty Destruction.  Augustine:
Unclean spirits knew that Jesus Christ would 
come. They had heard it from the angels, they 
had heard it from the prophets, so they were 
expecting him to come. For if not, why did they 
cry out,  “What have we to do with you? Have 
you come to destroy us before the time? We 
know who you are, the holy one of God.”3 
Tractate on John 7.6.2.4

1:24c I Know Who You Are, the Holy One 
of God

Demonic Recognition. Irenaeus: Even the 
demons cried out, on beholding the Son:  “I know 
who you are, the Holy One of God.”5 Later the 
devil looking at him and tempting him, would 
say:  “If you are the Son of God.”6 All of these thus 
recognized the Son and the Father, yet without 
believing. So it was fitting that the truth should 
receive testimony from all, and should become a 
means of judgment for the salvation not only of 
those who believe, but also for the condemnation 
of those who do not believe. The result is that all 

1Gen 3:15.   2Cetedoc 1355, 1.1.406, 409 ; GMI 29. Cf. HOG 1:121; 
HOG 1:122; GC 1:370. As death first came by the demonic, so sal-
vation first came by Christ binding up the demonic.   3Mt 8:29; Mk 
1:24; Lk 4:34.   4Cetedoc 0278, 7.6.10; FC 78:159*.   5Mk 1:24. 6Mt 
4:3; Lk 4:3.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A21-28&version=RSV
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should be fairly judged, and that the faith in the 
Father and Son should be a matter of decision for 
all, so that one means of salvation should be 
established for all, receiving testimony from all, 
both from those belonging to it who were its 
friends, and by those having no connection with it 
who were its enemies. For that evidence is most 
trustworthy and true which elicits even from its 
adversaries striking testimonies on its behalf. 
Against Heresies 4.6.6-7.7

Forced Notice. Chrysostom: Does no 
demon call upon God’s name? Did not the 
demons say,  “We know who you are, O Holy 
One of God?”8 Did they not say to Paul:  “these 
men are the servants of the Most High God?”9 
They did, but only upon scourging, only upon 
compulsion, never of their own will, never 
without being trounced. Homilies on First 
Corinthians 29.3.10

Unwilling Testimony. Ambrose: I do not 
accept the devil’s testimony but his confession. 
The devil spoke unwillingly, being compelled 
and tormented. Letter 22, To His Sister.11

How the Demons’ Confession Differed 
from Peter’s. Augustine: Call to mind with 
me the time when Peter was praised and called 
blessed. Was it because he merely said,  “You are 
the Christ, the Son of the living God”?12 No, he 
who pronounced him blessed regarded not merely 
the sound of his words, but the affections of his 
heart. Compare that with the words of the 
demons who said almost the same thing:  “We 
know who you are, the Son of God,”13 just as 
Peter had confessed him as  “Son of God.” So 
what is the difference? Peter spoke in love, but the 
demons in fear. . . . So tell us how faith is to be 
defined, if even the devils can believe and tremble? 
Only the faith that works by love is faith. Ser-

mons on New Testament Lessons 40.8.14

Knowing Without Loving. Augustine:
Those words show clearly that the demons had 
much knowledge, but entirely lacked love. They 
dreaded receiving their punishment from him. 
They did not love the righteousness that was in 
him. He made himself known to them to the 
extent he willed; and he willed to be made 
known to the extent that was fitting. But he was 
not made known to them as he is known to the 
holy angels, who enjoy participation in his eter-
nity, in that he is the Word of God. To the 
demons he is known as he had to be made 
known, by striking terror into them, for his pur-
pose was to free from their tyrannical power all 
who were predestined for his kingdom and glory, 
which is eternally true and truly eternal. There-
fore, he did not make himself known to the 
demons as the life eternal, and the unchangeable 
light which illuminates his true worshipers, 
whose hearts are purified by faith in him so that 
they see that light. He was known to the 
demons through certain temporal effects of his 
power, the signs of his hidden presence, which 
could be more evident to their senses, even those 
of malignant spirits, than to the weak perception 
of human beings. City of God 9.21.15

The Confession That Lacked Love. 
Augustine: Faith is mighty, but without love 
it profits nothing. The devils confessed Christ, 
but lacking charity it availed nothing. They 

7AHR 2:161; ANF 1:469*.   8Mk 1:24; Lk 4:34.   9Acts 16:17.  10TLG 
2062.156, 61.243.6-12; NPNF 1 12:170*.   11Cetedoc 0160, 
10.7.22.82/3.139.221; NPNF 2 10:440.   12Mt 16:16. 13Mt 8:29; Mk 
1:24; Lk 8:28.   14Cetedoc 0284, 90.38.564.12; cf. WSA 3 3:453, Ser-
mon 90.8; NPNF 1 6:395*. 15Cetedoc 0313, 47.9.21.3; CG 367*; cf. 
FC 14:108-9. Jesus let himself be known by the demons. The demons 
knew enough to fear his punishment, but for his holiness they had 
no love.   16Mk 1:24.
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said,  “What have we to do with you?” They 
confessed a sort of faith, but without love. 
Hence they were devils. Do not boast of that 
faith that puts you on the same level with the 
devils. Tractate on John 6.21.16

1:25 Be Silent!

Bridling the Mouth. Athanasius: He put 
a bridle in the mouths of the demons that 
cried after him from the tombs. For although 
what they said was true, and they did not 
lie when they said,  “You are the Son of God” 
and  “the Holy One of God,”17 yet he did not 
wish that the truth should proceed from an 
unclean mouth, and especially from such as 

those who under pretense of truth might 
mingle with it their own malicious devices.18 
To the Bishops of Egypt 1.3.19

Chastising the Tongue. Bede: The devil, 
because he had deceived Eve with his tongue, is 
punished by the tongue, that he might not speak. 
Exposition  on the Gospel of Mark 1.1.25.20

16Cetedoc 0278, 6.21.6; NPNF 1 7:46*. The devils confessed 
Christ, but lacking love their confession availed nothing.   17Mt 
8:29; Mk 1:24; Lk 8:28. The issue is whether truth can be told by 
deceivers.   18Cf. Paul’s exorcism of the young slave girl in Acts 
16:16-21.   19TLG 2035.041, 25.544.13-20; NPNF 2 4:224*. Truth 
mingled with demonic malice is only a pretense of truth.   
20Cetedoc 1355, 1.1.409; CCL 120:447; GC 1:373; cf. HOG 1:116. 
Thus the devil is chastised in a fitting way.
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J E S U S  H E A L S  A T  S I M O N ’ S  H O U S E

A N D  D E P A R T S  F R O M  C A P E R N A U M ,

H E A L I N G  A  L E P E R

M A R K  1 : 2 9 - 4 5

Overview:  Believers are in a position analo-
gous to that of Simon’s mother-in-law: They 
pray for the Lord to grasp their hands and lift 
them up. Since Jesus stands in their midst, beck-
oning them to health, offering himself immedi-
ately to them, it is absurd that they would 
remain in bed in his presence ( Jerome). Scrip-
ture constantly attests Jesus as a man of prayer 
(Origen). To the pure in heart, whose hearts are 
made pure by faith, nothing is impure (Chry-
sostom). The momentary concealing of the 
truth of revelation was commanded temporarily 
but not permanently (Bede). The variable order 
of presentation of events in the Gospel narra-
tives is not to be considered a deficit in the mem-
ory of the Holy Spirit (Augustine).

1:30 Now Simon’s Mother-in-Law Lay 
Sick with a Fever

The Rotten Odor of Sin Becomes the 
Perfume of Repentance. Jerome: Can you 
imagine Jesus standing before your bed and 
you continue sleeping? It is absurd that you 
would remain in bed in his presence. Where is 
Jesus? He is already here offering himself to us.  
“In the middle,” he says,  “among you he 
stands, whom you do not recognize.”1  “The 
kingdom of God is in your midst.”2 Faith 

beholds Jesus among us. If we are unable to 
seize his hand, let us prostrate ourselves at his 
feet. If we are unable to reach his head, let us 
wash his feet with our tears.3 Our repentance 
is the perfume of the Savior. See how costly is 
the compassion of the Savior. Our sins give off 
a terrible odor; they are rottenness. Neverthe-
less, if we repent of our sins, they will be 
transformed into perfume by the Lord. There-
fore, let us ask the Lord to grasp our hand.   
“And at once,” he says,   “the fever left her.”4 
Immediately as her hand is grasped, the fever 
flees. Tractate on Mark’s Gospel 2.5

1:35 He Went Out to a Lonely Place, and 
There He Prayed

The Habit of Prayer. Origen: Jesus prayed 
and did not pray in vain, since he received what 
he asked for in prayer when he might have done 
so without prayer. If so, who among us would 
neglect to pray? Mark says that   “in the morn-
ing, a great while before day, he rose and went 
out to a lonely place, and there he prayed.”6 
And Luke says,   “He was praying in a certain 
place, and when he ceased, one of his disciples 

1Cf. Jn 1:26.   2Mk 1:15. 3Cf. Lk 7:38.   4Mk 1:31.   5Cetedoc 0594, 
2.375.   6Mk 1:35.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+1%3A29-45&version=RSV
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said to him, ‘Lord, teach us to pray,’ ”7 and else-
where,   “And all night he continued in prayer to 
God.”8 And John records his prayer, saying,   
“When Jesus had spoken these words, he lifted 
up his eyes to heaven and said, ‘Father, the hour 
has come; glorify your Son that the Son may 
glorify you.’ ”9 The same Evangelist writes that 
the Lord said that he knew  “you hear me 
always.”10 All this shows that the one who prays 
always is always heard. On Prayer 13.1.11

1:40 A Leper Came to Him Beseeching 
Him

The Gospel Writers’ Memory. Augustine:
It is not in one’s own power, however admirable 
and trustworthy may be the knowledge one has 
of the facts, to determine the order in which he 
will recall them to memory.12 For the way in 
which one thing comes into one’s mind before 
or after another proceeds not as we will, but 
simply as it occurs to us. It is reasonable 
enough to suppose that each of the Evangelists 
believed it to have been his duty to relate what 
he had to relate in that order in which it had 
pleased God to suggest it to his recollection. 
Harmony of the Gospels 21.51.13

1:41 He Touched Him

Why Did He Touch the Leper? Origen:
And why did he touch him, since the law for-
bade the touching of a leper? He touched him 
to show that  “all things are clean to the clean.”14 
Because the filth that is in one person does not 
adhere to others, nor does external uncleanness 
defile the clean of heart. So he touches him in 
his untouchability, that he might instruct us in 
humility; that he might teach us that we should 
despise no one, or abhor them, or regard them 
as pitiable, because of some wound of their 

body or some blemish for which they might be 
called to render an account. . . . So, stretching 
forth his hand to touch, the leprosy immedi-
ately departs. The hand of the Lord is found to 
have touched not a leper, but a body made 
clean! Let us consider here, beloved, if there be 
anyone here that has the taint of leprosy in his 
soul, or the contamination of guilt in his heart? 
If he has, instantly adoring God, let him say:  
“Lord, if you will, you can make me clean.” 
Fragments on Matthew 2.2-315

The Sign of Touching. Chrysostom: He 
did not simply say,  “I will, be cleansed,” but he 
also  “extended his hand, and touched him”—
an act we do well to analyze. If he cleansed him 
merely by willing it and by speaking it, why did 
he also add the touch of his hand? For no other 
reason, it seems to me, than that he might sig-
nify by this that he is not under the hand of the 
law, but the law is in his hands. Hence to the 
pure in heart, from now on, nothing is im-
pure.16 . . . He touched the leper to signify that 
he heals not as servant but as Lord. For the lep-
rosy did not defile his hand, but his holy hand 
cleansed the leprous body. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 25.2.17

1:43 Show Yourself to the Priest

The Law and the Leper. Ephrem the Syr-

7Lk 11:1.   8Lk 6:12.   9Jn 17:1.   10Jn 11:42.   11TLG 2042.008, 
13.1.1-14; CWS 104-5. Scripture constantly attests Jesus as a man 
of prayer.   12Augustine is asking why this narrative is located in a 
different sequence in Mark than in the other Gospels.   13Cetedoc 
0273, 2.21.51.152.19; NPNF 1 6:127. The variable order of presen-
tation of events is not to be considered a deficit in the memory of 
the Holy Spirit but a normal aspect of recollective consciousness.
14Tit 1:15. 15GCS 41.1:248-9; SSGF 1:301-02*.   16Cf. Tit 1:15.   
17TLG 2062.152, 57.329.7.13, 17-21; NPNF 1 10:173**; His touch 
conveyed his lordship over the law, and his holiness, which cannot 
be defiled.   
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ian:  “ ‘If you are willing, you can cleanse me.’ 
So he stretched out his hand.”18 In this stretch-
ing out of his hand he seemed to be abrogating 
the law. For [it is written] in the law that who-
ever approaches a leper becomes impure. . . . 
He showed that nature was good in that he 
repaired its defect. Because he sent him to the 
priests, he thereby upheld the priesthood. He 
also ordered him to make an offering for his 
cleansing.19 Did he not thus uphold the law, as 
Moses had commanded? There were many pre-
scriptions concerning leprosy. But they were 
unable to procure any benefit. Then the Mes-
siah came, and, with his word, bestowed heal-
ing and abolished these many precepts which 
the law had reckoned should exist for leprosy. 
Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron.20

1:44 See That You Say Nothing to Anyone

Unspoken Benefits. Bede: In the perfor-
mance of this miracle Jesus requested silence.21 
Yet it did not remain concealed in silence for 
long. So it is with the called people of God—
while following his precepts and example, they 
may prefer their responsible actions to remain 
unspoken, yet for the benefit of others provi-
dence may allow them to become known con-
trary to their own wishes. Exposition on the 
Gospel of Mark 1.1.45.22

H E A L I N G  O F  T H E  P A R A L Y T I C

M A R K  2 : 1 - 1 2

18Mt 8:2-3; cf. Mk 1:40-41; Lk 5:12-13.   19Mt 8:4; Mk 1:44; Lk 
5:14.   20JSSS 2:203*.   21The issue is whether good deeds are made 
better by remaining unspoken.   22Cetedoc 1355, 1.1.603; CCL 
120:452; GMI 29*; cf. HOG 1:111.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+2%3A1-12&version=RSV
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Overview: Jesus charged the paralytic to per-
form an action of which health was the neces-
sary condition (Ambrose). One need not be 
paralyzed bodily, however, to be paralyzed in-
wardly (Augustine). The healing of body and 
soul occurs interconnectedly (Clement of Al-
exandria). The ministry of forgiveness is not 
the exercise of an independent power or right 
but points to God’s own saving work (Am-
brose). The administration of forgiveness, 
which according to the scribes is the office of 
God alone, acutely raised the question of Jesus’ 
identity. Being God incarnate, of the same na-
ture as God, he had authority on earth to act as 
God (Chrysostom). If Christ forgives sins, he 
must be truly God, for no one can forgive sins 
but God (Irenaeus, Novatian).

2:7a It Is Blasphemy!

The Scribes’ Entanglement. Chrysostom:
They persecuted Jesus not only because he 
broke the Sabbath but also because he said 
that God was his Father, making himself 
equal with God,1 which is a far more drastic 
declaration. He confirmed this through his 
own actions. . . . The scribes themselves had 
devised this definition.2 They themselves had 
introduced the precept. They themselves had 
interpreted the law. But he proceeded to 
entangle them in their own words. In effect he 
said: It is you yourselves who have confessed 
that forgiveness of sins is given to God alone. 
The Paralytic Let Down Through the 
Roof 6.3

2:7b Who Can Forgive Sins but God 
Alone?

Only God Forgives Sin. Irenaeus: How can 
sins be rightly remitted unless the very One 

against whom one has sinned grants the par-
don?4 Against Heresies 5.17.1.5

The Implication of His Act of Forgiving. 
Novatian: If Christ forgives sins, Christ must 
be truly God because no one can forgive sins 
but God alone.6 The Trinity 13.7

The Ministry of Forgiveness. Ambrose: In 
their ministry of the forgiveness of sin, pastors 
do not exercise the right of some independent 
power. For not in their own name but in the 
name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit do they forgive sins. They ask, the God-
head forgives. The service is enabled by humans, 
but the gift comes from the Power on high. 
The Holy Spirit 3.18.137.8

2:8 Why Do You Question Thus in Your 
Hearts?

Discerning Secrets of the Heart. Chry-
sostom: The scribes asserted that only God 
could forgive sins, yet Jesus not only forgave 
sins, but showed that he had also another 
power that belongs to God alone: the power to 
disclose the secrets of the heart. The Gospel 
of St. Matthew, Homily 29.1.9

2:9 Which Is Easier to Say?

Healing the Whole Person. Clement of 
Alexandria:The physician’s art, according to 

1Jn 5:16-18. 2That only God can forgive. 3TLG 2062.063, 
51.59.19-23,35-39; NPNF 1 9:218**. 41 Sam 2:25.   5AHR 2:370; 
GMI 45*. The issue is who has the right to forgive sin.   6Mt 9:2; Mk 
2:5; Lk 5:20-21.   7Cetedoc 0071, 13.37; FC 67:54*. His act of forgive-
ness implies that he indeed is God.   8Cetedoc 0151, 3.18.137.208.44; 
FC 44:202-03**, cf. NPNF 2 10:154. Ministers of the Eucharist do 
not of themselves have the autonomous power to forgive.   9TLG 
2062.152, 57.359.53-57; JF B 82; NPNF 1 10:196.   
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Democritus, heals the diseases of the body; wis-
dom frees the soul from its obsessions. But the 
good Instructor, Wisdom, who is the Word of the 
Father who assumed human flesh, cares for the 
whole nature of his creature. The all-sufficient Phy-
sician of humanity, the Savior, heals both body and 
soul conjointly.  “Stand up,” he commanded the par-
alytic;  “take the bed on which you lie, and go 
home”; and immediately the paralytic received 
strength.10 Christ the Educator 1.4.11

2:10 Authority on Earth

Acting upon His Own Authority. Chry-
sostom: Whenever there was need to punish 
or to honor, to forgive sins or to make laws, 
Christ was fully authorized to do it.12 When-
ever Christ had to do any of these much greater 
things, you will not characteristically find him 
praying or calling on his Father for assistance. 
All these things, as you discover in the text, he 
did on his own authority. On the Incompre-
hensible Nature of God, Homily 10.19.13

2:11 Take Up Your Pallet

Reverse Your Relation with Sickness. 
Peter Chrysologus: Take up your bed. Carry 
the very mat that once carried you. Change 

places, so that what was the proof of your sick-
ness may now give testimony to your sound-
ness. Your bed of pain becomes the sign of 
healing, its very weight the measure of the 
strength that has been restored to you. Hom-
ily 50:6.14

The Charge to Perform an Act of Which 
Health Is a Necessary Condition. Am-
brose: He charged the man to perform an 
action of which health was the necessary condi-
tion, even while the patient was still praying 
for a remedy for his disease. . . . It was our 
Lord’s custom to require of those whom he 
healed some response or duty to be done.15 
On the Christian Faith 4.8.54-55.16

Inward Paralysis.  Augustine: You have 
been a paralytic inwardly. You did not take 
charge of your bed. Your bed took charge of 
you. On the Psalms 41.4.17

10Mk 2:11.   11TLG 0555.002, 1.2.6.2.1-3.3; ANF 2:210**.   12Cf. Mt 
28:18. 13TLG 2062.018, 48.787.44-48; FC 72:251**. Jesus had full 
authority on earth to act as God.   14Cetedoc 0227, 24.50.98; SSGF 
4:191**; cf. PL 52:339.   15Jn 5:8; 8:11.   16Cetedoc 0150, 4.5.37; GMI 

48.*   17Cetedoc 0283, 38.40.5.10; NPNF 1 8:129. One can be para-
lytic inwardly without bodily paralysis. 



Mark 2:13-17

28

T H E  C A L L  O F  L E V I

M A R K  2 : 1 3 - 1 7  

Overview: Following Jesus is not so much a 
motion of the feet as of the heart (Bede). To 
blame Jesus for mingling with sinners would be 
like blaming a physician for associating closely 
with sick people (Gregory Nazianzen). Just 
as surgery gives a sharp pain to the body, so 
must there be some anguish in the recovering 
soul (Gregory of Nyssa). Health requires the 
reversal of behaviors that caused illness (Ire-
naeus). The obsessive sinner is like one who 
imagines himself to be in such good health that 
he pounces upon the physician (Augustine). 
Matthew’s corrupt past was spent amid those 
occupied compulsively with overreaching one 
another (Eusebius). That righteousness for 
which we pray we must first know about and 
wish it to be; we then pray for the grace of the 
Spirit to empower our wills to receive it (Au-
gustine). Christ, who willed to save the things 
that were perishing, did a far greater work by 
establishing those things that are falling than 
by holding up those things that were standing 
(Pseudo-Clement, Jerome).

2:14a The Tax Office

The Milieu of Compulsive Acquisitive-
ness. Eusebius: The Apostle Matthew, if you 
consider his former life, did not leave a holy 
occupation, but came from those consumed 
with tax-gathering and overreaching one 

another.1 Proof of the Gospel 3.5.2

A New Name for Levi. Bede: Jesus found 
him sitting in the tax collector’s place, with his 
stubborn intellect avid for temporal gain. His 
new name was Matthew, the gospel says. The 
name Matthew in Hebrew means  “granted” in 
Latin, a name aptly corresponding to one who 
received the favor of heavenly grace. Homilies 
on the Gospels 1.21.3

2:14b Follow Me

The Gift of Following. Bede: By  “follow” 
he meant not so much the movement of feet as 
of the heart, the carrying out of a way of life. 
For one who says that he lives in Christ ought 
himself to walk just as he walked,4 not to aim at 
earthly things, not to pursue perishable gains, 
but to flee base praise, to embrace willingly the 
contempt of all that is worldly for the sake of 
heavenly glory, to do good to all, to inflict inju-
ries upon no one in bitterness, to suffer pa-
tiently those injuries that come to oneself, to 
ask God’s forgiveness for those who oppress, 
never to seek one’s own glory but always 
God’s,5 and to uphold whatever helps one love 

1Mt 9:9; Lk 5:27.   2TLG 2018.005, 3.5.81.1-3; POG 1:137*.   
3Cetedoc 1367, 1.21.30; HOG 1:206*.   4Cf. 1 Pet 2:21; 1 Jn 2:6.   
5Cf. Jn 7:18.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+2%3A13-17&version=RSV
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heavenly things. This is what is meant by fol-
lowing Christ. In this way, disregarding earthly 
gains, Matthew attached himself to the band of 
followers of One who had no riches. For the 
Lord himself, who outwardly called Matthew 
by a word, inwardly bestowed upon him the 
gift of an invisible impulse so that he was able 
to follow. Homilies on the Gospels 1.21.6

2:16 Eating with Sinners and Tax 
Collectors

No Physician Can Avoid the Arena of 
Sickness. Gregory Nazianzen:When Jesus 
is attacked for mixing with sinners, and taking 
as his disciple a despised tax collector, one 
might ask: What could he possibly gain by 
doing so?7 Only the salvation of sinners. To 
blame Jesus for mingling with sinners would be 
like blaming a physician for stooping down 
over suffering and putting up with vile smells 
in order to heal the sick. Oration 45, On 
Holy Easter 26.8

2:17a Those Who Are Well Have No Need 
of a Physician

The Reversal of Previous Behavior. Ire-
naeus: What competent doctor, when asked to 
cure a sick person, would simply follow the 
desires of the patient, and not act in accordance 
with the requirements of good medicine? The 
Lord himself testified that he came as the phy-
sician of the sick, saying,  “Those who are well 
have no need of a physician, but those who are 
sick; I came not to call the righteous, but sin-
ners.” How, then, are the sick to be made 
strong? How are sinners to repent? Is it by 
merely holding fast to what they are presently 
doing? Or, on the contrary, by undergoing a 
great change and reversal of their previous 

behavior, by which they had brought upon 
themselves serious illness and many sins? Igno-
rance, the mother of intractability, is driven out 
by knowing the truth. Therefore the Lord 
imparted knowledge of the truth to his disci-
ples, by which he cured those who were suffer-
ing, and restrained sinners from sin. So he did 
not speak to them in accordance with their pre-
vious assumptions, nor answer according to the 
presumptions of inquirers, but according to 
sound teaching, without any pretense or pan-
dering. Against Heresies.9

The Temporary Harm Done by Surgery. 
Gregory of Nyssa: They who use the knife or 
heat to remove certain unnatural growths in 
the body, such as cysts or warts, do not bring to 
the person they are serving a method of healing 
that is painless, though certainly they apply the 
knife without any intention of injuring the 
patient. Similarly whatever material excres-
cences are hardening on our souls, which have 
been made carnal by collusion with inordinate 
passions, will be, in the day of the judgment, 
cut and scraped away by the ineffable wisdom 
and power of him who, as the Gospel says,  
“healed those that were sick.” For as he says,  
“they who are well have no need of the physi-
cian, but they that are sick.” Just as the excision 
of the wart gives a sharp pain to the skin of the 
body, so then must there be some anguish in 
the recovering soul which has had a strong bent 
to evil. The Great Catechism 8.10

The Delirious Attack on the Physician. 
Augustine: By those who are well he means 

6Cetedoc 1367, 1.21.57; HOG 1:207**.   7Cf. Lk 15:2. 8TLG 
2022.052, 36.660.20-26; NPNF 2 7:433**. 9AHR 2:19-20; LCC 
1:377**.   10TLG 2017.046, 8.96-108; NPNF 2 5:483-84**. God’s 
saving action sometimes requires the enduring of pain.   
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those being made righteous. Sinners are com-
pared to those who are ill. Let the sick man, 
then, not presume on his own strength, 
because  “he shall not be saved by his great 
strength.”11 The strength of self-deceivers is not 
that strength that well people enjoy, but like 
those in delirium. They are like those out of 
their minds, who imagine themselves in such 
good health that they do not consult a physi-
cian, and even fall upon him with blows as if he 
were an intruder! In the same way, these deliri-
ous people, with their mad pride, fall upon 
Christ with blows, so to speak, because they 
have felt no need of his kindly help to those 
who seek to be just according to the prescrip-
tions of the law. Let them, then, put away this 
madness. Let them understand, as far as they 
are able, that they have free will, and that they 
are called not to despise the Lord’s help with a 
proud heart, but to call upon him with a con-
trite heart. The free will then will be free in 
proportion as it is sound, and sound in propor-
tion as it is submissive to divine mercy and 
grace. Letter 157, To Hilarius.12

2:17b Not to Call the Righteous but 
Sinners

Rescue the Perishing. Pseudo-Clement: It 
is a greater work to establish those things that 
are falling than those that still stand. Thus also 
did Christ desire to save those who are perish-
ing. He has saved many by coming and calling 
us just when we were hastening to destruction. 

2 Clement.13

The Call to Sinners. Jerome: There are two 
ways of interpreting the saying  “I came not to 
call the righteous, but sinners.” The first is by 
analogy with the accompanying phrase:  “Those 
who are well have no need of a physician, but 
those who are sick.” The other way is to put a 
more literal construction on the statement, like 
this: Since no one is perfectly righteous, Christ 
has not come to call those who are not there, 
but the multitudes of sinners who are there, 
with whom the world is filled, remembering 
the Psalm which says  “Help, O Lord, for there 
is no longer any one who is godly.”14 Against 
the Pelagians 2.12.15

The Grace to Pray for Righteousness. 
Augustine: Pray for us that we may be saved 
by that salvation of which it is said:  “They that 
are in health need not a physician, but they that 
are ill; for I am not come to call the just but sin-
ners.”16 Pray, then, for us that we may be made 
upright. This is indeed something which one 
cannot do unless he knows and wishes it; and 
he will become so as constantly as he wishes it 
fully—but it will not be through his own effort 
that he is able, unless he is healed and helped 
by the grace of the Spirit. Letter 145, To 
Anastasius.17

11Ps 33:16. 12Cetedoc 0262, 157.44.2.453.15; FC 20:323**.   
13TLG 1271.002, 2.6.1-7.2; AF 69**; cf. ANF 7:517. 14Ps 12:1.   
15Cetedoc 0615, 2.12.15; FC 53:313**. The second interpretation 
focuses upon the assumption that since no one is righteous, Christ 
came for the salvation of more, not fewer.   16Cf. Mt 9:12-13.   
17Cetedoc 0262, 145.44.8.273.9; FC 20:168-69*.
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N  A B O U T  F A S T I N G

M A R K  2 : 1 8 - 2 2

Overview: New wine symbolizes the good 
news that cannot be compressed into the pre-
vailing categories of the previous history of rev-
elation (Tertullian). The new wine of the 
kingdom expresses itself through faith active in 
love (Bede). Those who continue to wear the 
old garment of self-indulgence have not yet un-
derstood servanthood, which is the defining 
garment of the new era  (Chrysostom). The 
mystical marriage for which this new wine is an 
accompanying symbol is that time and occasion 
when, through the mystery of the incarnation, 
Christ joins the church to himself; during that 
treasured moment it would be unfitting to 
weep while God is dwelling among us in the 
flesh (Gregory Nazianzen). Truly to fast is to 
refrain from vice (Pseudo-Basil). It is not 
whether one eats and drinks, but whether one 
does so in moderation or excess, that indicates 
one’s good temperament within the reign of 
God (Palladius).

2:18 Your Disciples Do Not Fast

True Fasting. Basil: Take heed that you do 
not make fasting to consist only in abstinence 
from meats. True fasting is to refrain from vice. 
Shred to pieces all your unjust contracts. Par-
don your neighbors. Forgive them their tres-
passes. Homily 1, On Fasting.1

2:19 Can the Wedding Guests Fast While 
the Bridegroom Is with Them?

Not by Bread Alone. Pseudo-Basil2: True 
death is not a result of hunger for bread nor a 
result of thirst for this tangible water, but as a 
result of a hunger for hearing the word of the 
Lord. True death arises in the souls of those 
who do not hear. For one does  “not live by 
bread alone, but by every word coming out 
through the mouth of God.”3 This is why . . . 
the attendants of the bridegroom cannot fast as 
long as the bridegroom is with them. Com-
mentary on the Prophet Isaiah.4

1TLG 2040.020, 31.181.17-21; GMI 52*.   2Doubtful authorship.   
3Cf. Mt 4:4; Lk 4:4.   4TLG 2040.009, 5.165.29-33, 37-38.
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The Blessing of Moderation. Palladius: 
It is better to drink wine in moderation than to 
drink water in excess. Some who are holy drink 
wine in moderation. Some who squander water 
immoderately may be depraved and pleasure-
loving. So it appears to me. Do not therefore 
ascribe blame or praise to the eating of food as 
such, or to the drinking of wine, but rather to 
those who make proper or improper use of food 
and drink. Recall Joseph who in patriarchal 
times drank wine with the Egyptians and was 
in no way injured in his judgment, having 
taken heed to the admonitions of his con-
science. But then compare the sorrier examples 
of Pythagoras, Diogenes and Plato, and with 
them also the Manichaeans, and other sects of 
philosophers, who did not heed these admoni-
tions. Some of them came to such a pitch of 
sensuality or pride that they even forgot the 
God of the universe and worshiped lifeless 
images. So the blessed Apostle Peter and those 
who were with him did not hesitate to receive 
wine and make use of it. It was just because of 
this that our Lord’s detractors actively 
reproached the redeemer of all and their 
teacher, and made complaints against him, say-
ing,  “Why do not your disciples fast like 
John?”5 Lausiac History.6

No Time to Mourn. Gregory Nazianzen: 
Can the children of  the bridechamber fast 
while the bridegroom is present?7 Why 
should they keep a bodily fast who are effec-
tively cleansed by the Word, who came in 
bodily form as visible Word? The time of
his sojourning among us was not one of  
mourning, but gladness. Oration 30, On 
the Son 10.8

The Presence of the Bridegroom. Bede:
From the time that the incarnation of our Sav-

ior was first promised to the patriarchs, it was 
always awaited by many upright souls with 
tears and mourning—until he came. From 
that time when, after his resurrection, he 
ascended to heaven, all the hope of the saints 
hangs upon his return. It was at the time 
when he was keeping company with humanity 
that his presence was to be celebrated. Then it 
would have been unfitting to weep and 
mourn. For like the bride, she had him with 
her bodily whom she loved spiritually. There-
fore the bridegroom is Christ, the bride is the 
church, and the friends of the bridegroom9 
and of the marriage are each and every one of 
his faithful companions. The time of his mar-
riage is that time when, through the mystery 
of the incarnation, he is joining the holy 
church to himself.10 Thus it was not by 
chance, but for the sake of a certain mystical 
meaning that he came to a marriage ceremony 
on earth in the customary fleshly way,11 since 
he descended from heaven to earth in order to 
wed the church to himself in spiritual love. 
His nuptial chamber was the womb of his vir-
gin mother. There God was conjoined with 
human nature. From there he came forth like 
a bridegroom to join the church to himself. 
Homilies on the Gospels 1.14.12

2:21 Unshrunk Cloth on an Old Garment

Resistance to Servanthood. Chrysostom: 
The souls of some are like an old garment, an 
old wineskin—not as yet renewed by faith. 
Not yet renovated in the grace of the Spirit, 
they remain weak and earthly. All their affec-

5Mt 9:14; Mk 2:18; Lk 5:33.   6TLG 2111.001, 10.4-11.9; PHF 
1:85**.   7Cf. Mt 9:15; Lk 5:34. Is it fitting to mourn in the presence 
of the living Word?   8TLG 2022.210, 10.10-14; LCC 3:183*. 9Mt 
9:15; Lk 5:34.   10Cf. Rev 19:7.   11Cf. Jn 2:1-12.   12Cetedoc 1367, 
1.14.24; HOG 1:135**.   
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tions are turned toward this life, fluttering 
after worldly show, loving a glory that is 
ephemeral. If  such a soul should incidentally 
hear that if  he became a Christian he would 
immediately become like a servant, as if  he 
had a manacle on his foot, he would recoil 
with indignity and horror from the word as 
preached. Concerning the Statues, Hom-
ily 16.9.13

Inward and Outward Gladdening. Bede:
By wine we are refreshed inwardly. By a gar-
ment we are outwardly covered. Both relate to 
the dynamics of spiritual life. The garment 
indicates good works performed outwardly in 
order to shine in the sight of the world. By 
wine and new wine we mean that fervor of 
faith, hope and love by means of which, in the 
sight of our maker, our souls are recovered 
inwardly to newness of spirit. Exposition on 
the Gospel of Mark 1.2.24.14

2:22 The New Wine in New Wineskins

The New Conditions of Grace. Tertul-
lian: He has prescribed for his new disciples of 
the New Testament a new form of prayer. For 
this it was fitting that new wine be stored in 
new wine skins and that a new patch be sewed 
upon a new garment.15 What had prevailed in 
days gone by was either abolished, like circum-
cision, or completed, like the rest of the law, or 
fulfilled, like the prophecies, or brought to its 
perfection, like faith itself. Everything has been 
changed from carnal to spiritual by the new 
grace of God which, with the coming of the 
gospel, has wiped out the old era completely. 
On Prayer 1.16

P L U C K I N G  E A R S  O F  G R A I N

O N  T H E  S A B B A T H

M A R K  2 : 2 3 - 2 8  

13TLG 2062. 024, 49.167.10-18; NPNF 1 9:449*. 14Cetedoc 1355, 
1.2.955; CCL 120:462; GMI 53-54*. The inward wine of newness 
of spirit expresses itself in the outward garment of faith active in 
works.   15Mt 9:16-17; Mk 2:21-22; Lk 5:36-38.   16Cetedoc 0007, 
1.2; FC 40:157-58*.
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Overview: The God-man had a body and a soul 
like ours. As it is unintelligible to imagine him 
eating without a body, so it is impossible to think 
of him hungering without a soul (Augustine). 
As the Lord of the sabbath is truly God, so he is 
truly human. As Son of David so he is the Lord 
of David. Belonging to the children of Abraham, 
yet before Abraham he was (Novatian).

2:25 What David Did When He Was 
Hungry

The Hunger of Jesus. Augustine: It is fool-
ish to believe the Evangelist’s account that he 
ate and not to believe that he was really hungry. 
Yet it does not follow that everyone who eats is 
hungry. For we read that even an angel ate,1 but 
we do not read that he was hungry. Nor does it 
follow that everyone who is hungry eats. He 
may either restrain himself due to some obliga-
tion or lack food or the means to eat. . . . Now, 
just as the fact that Jesus ate food is unintelligi-
ble without a body, so the fact that he felt hun-
ger is impossible without a soul. Against the 
Apollinarians, Question 80.2

2:28 Lord of the Sabbath

The Seventh Day. Unknown Greek 
Author: Now every week has seven days. Six 
of these God has given to us for work, and one 
for prayer, rest, and making reparation for our 

sins, so that on the Lord’s Day we may atone to 
God for any sins we have committed on the 
other six days. Therefore, arrive early at the 
church of God; draw near to the Lord and con-
fess your sins to him, repenting in prayer and 
with a contrite heart. Attend the holy and 
divine liturgy; finish your prayer and do not 
leave before the dismissal. Contemplate your 
master as he is broken and distributed, yet not 
consumed. If you have a clear conscience, go 
forward and partake of the body and blood of 
the Lord. Sermon 6, 1-2.3

Son of David, David’s Lord. Novatian: In 
the same manner that he, according to his 
humanity, is like Abraham,4 even so, according 
to his divinity, he is before Abraham.5 As he is, 
according to his humanity, the Son of David,6 
so is he also, as God, the Lord of David.7 As he 
is, according to his humanity, born under the 
law,8 so is he as God, the Lord of the sabbath.9 
The Trinity 11.10

1Gen 18:8.   2Cetedoc 0289, 80.103; FC 70:210-11*. The incarnate 
Lord had a body and a soul like ours, for he could hardly eat with-
out a body, and he could hardly be hungry without a soul. Some 
heretical voices were denying that he had a body, others a soul.   
3JF B 86-87; PG 86/1, 416. According to Migne, the Greek text 
belongs to Eusebius of Alexandria. 4Mt 1:1.   5Jn 8:58.   6Mt 20:31; 
22:42.   7Mt 22:43-45.   8Gal 4:4.   9Mt 12:8; Mk 2:28; Lk 6:5.   
10Cetedoc 0071, 11.53; FC 67:48-49**. As Lord of the sabbath he is 
truly God, as truly human he was born under the law, paradoxically 
of Abraham yet before Abraham, both Son of David and Lord of 
David.
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T H E  H E A L I N G  O F  T H E  M A N

W I T H  T H E  W I T H E R E D  H A N D

M A R K  3 : 1 - 6

Overview: The intent of Christ’s detractors 
was to discredit him. They had little interest in 
seeing the sufferer made whole. Jesus’ mission 
was to soften their harshness (Chrysostom). 
Even by the measure of the law, doing good to 
preserve life would have been permitted on the 
sabbath. Without touching the man, Jesus 
openly healed merely through speaking, so as 
to avoid the charge of working on the sabbath 
(Athanasius). When we see Jesus’ anger, di-
rected to its proper object, we learn that all 
forms of anger are not vice (Augustine). Just 
as the incarnate Lord had a body, he had a soul 
with the whole range of emotions that charac-
terize the human body-soul relationship (Au-
gustine). The recipient of grace is neither 
allowed to so completely relax as to leave every-
thing to God nor to imagine that by one’s own 
exertions the whole work is achieved by human 
effort (Chrysostom).

3:4 Is It Lawful on the Sabbath to Do 
Good?

Withered Hands, Withered Minds. 

Athanasius:1 In the synagogue of the Jews 
was a man who had a withered hand. If he was 
withered in his hand, the ones who stood by 
were withered in their minds. And they were 
not looking at the crippled man nor were they 
expecting the miraculous deed of the one who 
was about to work. But before doing the work, 
the Savior ploughed up their minds with 
words. For knowing the evil of the mind and its 
bitter depth, he first softened them up in 
advance with words so as to tame the wildness 
of their understanding, asking:  “Is it permitted 
to do good on the sabbath or to do evil; to save 
a life or to destroy one?” For if he had said to 
them,  “Is it permitted to work?” immediately 
they would have said,  “You are speaking con-
trary to the law.” Then he told them what was 
intended by the law, for he spoke as the One 
who established the laws concerning the sab-
bath, adding,2  “except this: that which will be 
done for the sake of a life.” Again if a person 
falls into a hole on a sabbath, Jews are permit-

1Attributed to Athanasius.   2Adding to the imperative that no 
work is permitted.   
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ted to pull the person out.3 This not only 
applies to a person, but also an ox or a donkey. 
In this way the law agrees that things relating 
to preservation may be done, hence Jews pre-
pare meals on the sabbath. Then he asked them 
about a point on which they could hardly dis-
agree:  “Is it permitted to do good?”4 But they 
did not even so much as say,  “Yes,” because by 
then they were not in a good temper. Homi-
lies 28.5

The Intent to Discredit. Chrysostom:
Jesus said to the man with the withered hand,  
“Come here.” Then he challenged the Phari-
sees as to whether it would be lawful to do 
good on the sabbath. Note the tender compas-
sion of the Lord when he deliberately brought 
the man with the withered hand right into 
their presence.6 He hoped that the mere sight 
of the misfortune might soften them, that 
they might become a little less spiteful by see-
ing the affliction, and perhaps out of sorrow 
mend their own ways. But they remained cal-
lous and unfeeling. They preferred to do harm 
to the name of Christ than to see this poor 
man made whole. They betrayed their wicked-
ness not only by their hostility to Christ, but 
also by their doing so with such contentious-
ness that they treated with disdain his mercies 
to others. Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 
40.1.7

3:5a He Looked at Them with Anger

Putting Anger to Good Use. Augustine: 
If angry emotions which spring from a love of 
what is good and from holy charity are to be 
labeled vices, then all I can say is that some 
vices should be called virtues. When such affec-
tions as anger are directed to their proper 
objects, they are following good reasoning, and 

no one should dare to describe them as mala-
dies or vicious passions. This explains why the 
Lord himself, who humbled himself to the 
form of a servant,8 was guilty of no sin what-
ever as he displayed these emotions openly 
when appropriate. Surely the One who 
assumed a true human body and soul would 
not counterfeit his human affections. Certainly, 
the Gospel does not falsely attribute emotions 
to Christ when it speaks of him being saddened 
and angered by the lawyers because of their 
blindness of heart. The City of God, Book 
14.9

3:5b Grieved at Their Hardness of Heart

The Diversity of His Feelings. Augus-
tine: Feelings cannot exist in anything but a 
living soul. These events show that just as 
Jesus had a human body he had a human soul. 
We read about the diversity of his feelings in 
the reports of the same Evangelists [who 
attested his divinity]: Jesus was astonished,10 
was angered,11 was grieved,12 was elated,13 
and similar emotive responses without num-
ber. Likewise it is clear that he experienced 
the ordinary fully human experience of inter-
connectedness between his body and his soul. 
He was hungry;14 he slept;15 he was tired 
from his journey.16 Against the Apollinar-
ians 80.17

3Mt 12:11.   4Mk 3:4; Lk 6:9. 5Athanasius Homilia de semente 28; cf. 
TLG 2035.069, 28.165.8-29; PG 28:165; cf. E. A. W. Budge, Coptic 

Homilies in the Dialect of Upper Egypt (London: British Museum, 
1910).   6Lk 6:8.   7TLG 2062.152, 57.439.3-4, 6-17; NPNF 1 
10:259*.   8Phil 2:7. 9Cetedoc 0313, 48.14.9.59; FC 14:368-69*.
10Mt 8:10.   11Mk 3:5.   12Cf. Jn 11:33-35.   13Cf. Heb 12:2.   14Mt 
4:2; Lk 4:2.   15Mt. 8:24; Mk 4:38; Lk 8:23.   16Jn 4:6.   17Cetedoc 
0289, 80.84; FC 70:210-11**.
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3:5c Stretch Out Your Hand

Cooperating with Grace. Chrysostom: I 
exhort you that you not carelessly slumber so 
as to leave everything to God. Nor, when dili-
gent in your endeavors, imagine that by your 
own exertions the whole work is achieved. God 
does not will that we should be indolent. For 
God does not do the whole work by himself by 
fiat. Nor is it his will that we should be entirely 
self-sufficient. For God does not commit the 
whole work to us alone.18 The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 82.19

3:5d His Hand Was Restored

Stretch Out Your Hand for the Poor. 
Athanasius:20 But Jesus, deeply grieved in 
heart at the hardness of their hearts, said in 
effect:  “Let the ones who see continue to see. 
Let the ones who refuse to hear do what they 
want to do. Let the ones who are hard in heart 
become stone. But let your right hand become 
full and tender. Rise, beg no longer.”21 . . . In 
effect Jesus was saying:  “Do not continue to 
beg because of having a withered hand, but 
after you finally have received it healthy and 
whole and have begun to work, stretch out 
your hand to the poor.22 Rise up and stand in 
their midst. Become a marvel to those who 
see. In you the struggle concerning the sab-
bath is finally being contested. Stand in their 
midst, so that the ones who are lame in their 

legs might stand. . . . Stretch out your hand. I 
am not touching you so that they may not 
bring a charge against me. I am speaking with 
a speech so that they may not think that 
touching is an act of work. God did not say, 
‘Do not speak on the sabbath.’ But if  speech 
becomes an act of work, let the one who has 
spoken be an object of amazement. Stretch 
out your hand.” . . . While the withered hand 
was restored, the withered minds of the 
onlookers were not. For they went out and 
immediately, according to the reading,23 were 
debating what they would do to Jesus. Are you 
debating what you will do? Worship him as 
God. Worship the wonder worker. Worship 
one who worked good things on behalf of 
another.24 He did not add plasters; he was not 
tenderizing with lotions. He did not apply 
medical ointments. He did this work openly, 
standing in their midst, and not in a hidden 
way, so that some might retort:  “He applied a 
plant; he added a plaster.” Homilies 28.25

18Cf. Ps 146:5; Is 41:10; 50:7; Acts 26:22.   19TLG 2062.152, 
58.742.57-743.5; GMI 59*. Neither should we leave everything to 
God as if God required nothing of ourselves, nor should we leave 
everything to ourselves as if God did not supply grace for the will.   
20Attributed to Athanasius.   21Cf. Mt 13:15.   22Cf. Mk 3:5.   23Cf. 
Mk 3:6.   24As Jesus worked openly to heal, so we are to show forth 
our healing openly through our worship.   25TLG 2035.069, 
28.165.37-44; 165.48-168.1; 168.2-24. cf. PG 28.144-68; Budge, 
Coptic Homilies. The withered minds of the beholders remained 
untouched by the miracle.
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J E S U S  H E A L S  T H E  M U L T I T U D E S

M A R K  3 : 7 - 1 2  

Overview: Far better, Augustine maintains, to 
touch him by faith than to touch him with the 
hand alone. Note that even when beholding 
and confessing Christ verbally, the demonic 
powers were evidencing no love. The devils 
may believe and tremble, but they do not re-
spond in love (Augustine).

3:10 They Pressed upon Him to Touch Him

Touching Him by Faith. Augustine: It is by 
faith that we touch Jesus. And far better to 
touch him by faith than to touch or handle him 
with the hands only and not by faith. It was no 
great thing to merely touch him manually. Even 
his oppressors doubtless touched him when they 
apprehended him, bound him, and crucified 
him, but by their ill-motivated touch they lost 
precisely what they were laying hold of. O 
worldwide church! It is by touching him faith-
fully that your  “faith has made you whole.”1 
Sermons, On Easter 148.2

3:11 The Unclean Spirits Fell Down Before 
Him and Cried Out,  “You Are the Son of 
God”

The Absence of Charity in Demonic Con-
fession. Augustine: Both the devils and the

faithful confessed Christ.  “Thou art Christ, 
the Son of the living God,”3 said Peter.  “We 
know who thou art. Thou art the Son of God,”4 
said the devils. I hear a similar confession, but I 
do not find a similar charity. In one there is 
love, in another fear. He is lovely to those who 
are sons. He is terrible to those who are not 
sons. On the Psalms 50.2.5

Faith Works by Love. Augustine: The  
“faith that works by love,”6 is not the same faith 
that demons have.  “For the devils also believe 
and tremble,”7 but do they love? If they had not 
believed,8 they would not have said:  “You are 
the holy one of God” or  “You are the Son of 
God.”9 But if they had loved, they would not 
have said:  “What have we to do with you?”10

Letter 194, To Sixtus.11

1Cf. Is 1:10-18; Mt 9:22; Mk 5:34; 10:52; Lk 8:48; Jn 20:29.   2Cetedoc 
0284, 246.116.300.83; GMI 61-62**. To touch him with the hand 
but without faith is of no avail; but with faith to touch him is healing.   
3Mt 16:16.   4Mk 3:11; Lk 4:41.   5Cetedoc 0283, 38.49.2.40; NPNF 1 
8:178. Even when beholding and confessing Christ, the demonic 
powers lacked charity. The devils may believe and tremble, but they 
do not respond in love.   6Gal 5:6. 7Jas 2:19.   8The demons believed 
in the sense that they believed that he was Son of God, yet not so as 
to trust in his grace.   9Mk 3:11-12; Lk 4:34, 41.   10Mt 8:29; Mk 5:7; 
Lk 8:28.   11Cetedoc 0262, 194.57.3.185.5; FC 30:308-9*.
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T H E  C A L L  O F  T H E  T W E L V E

M A R K  3 : 1 3 - 1 9

Overview:  As the Lord renamed the patri-
archs when they passed through certain trials, so 
Jesus renamed the disciples as they journeyed 
with him (Chrysostom). The very physiology of 
thunder exhibits the explosiveness of the lives of 
those claimed by the gospel, as seen in those 
Jesus called  “sons of thunder” (Basil), whose 
preaching was made thunderous by divine power 
(Eusebius). The renaming of persons implies a 
reversal of identity (Bede). Meanwhile the eter-
nal does not change (Origen).

3:16 Simon Whom He Surnamed Peter

The Altering of Names. Origen: A name1 
is a designation that sums up and describes the 
particular character of the one named. . . . For 
when the character of  “Abram” was changed, he 
was called  “Abraham.”2 So when  “Simon” was 
changed, he was called  “Peter.”3 And when  
“Saul” stopped persecuting Christ, he was 
named  “Paul.”4 In the case of God, however, 
whose character is eternally unchangeable and 
always remains unaltered, there is always a sin-
gle name. It is that spoken of him in Exodus:  “I 
am.”5 On Prayer 24.2.6

3:17 Sons of Thunder

The Shouting of Heaven. Eusebius: Thun-
der here refers to the preaching of the gospel. 
For as a heavenly shout occurs like a voice of 
thunder, surpassing all human power, in the 
same way also the preaching of the gospel, 
which is a heavenly happening, does not con-
sist of human strength. The gospel did not fill 
the world by human planning, but by divine 
power. Commentary on Psalms 23.7

The Explosiveness of Lives Claimed by 
the Gospel. Basil: Thunder8 is produced 
when a dry and violent wind, closed up in the 
hollows of a cloud and violently hurled around 
in the cavities of the clouds, seeks a passage to 
the outside. The clouds, offering resistance 
under the excessive pressure, produce that harsh 
sound from the friction of the wind. But when, 

1As viewed in ancient times.   2Gen 17:5.   3Mk 3:16; Jn 1:42.   4Acts 
13:9.   5Ex 3:14.   6TLG 2042.008, 24.1-2, 9-15; CWS 129*.   7TLG 
2018.034, 23.897.31-38; Ps 77:18 (76:19 LXX).   8What follows is 
both a scientific explanation of thunder, in Basil’s view, and a meta-
phorical exploration of what it means poetically.
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like bubbles distended by the air, they are unable 
to resist and endure any longer, but are violently 
torn apart and give the air a passage to the outer 
breeze, they produce the noises of the thunder. 
And this normally causes the flash of lightning. 
It is the Lord who is upon the waters and who 
arouses the mighty noises of the thunder, caus-
ing such an exceedingly great noise through the 
delicate medium of air.9 The eloquent teaching 
which leads from baptism to sanctification is like 
thunder to the soul. That the gospel is like thun-
der is made evident by the disciples who were 
given a new name by the Lord: sons of thunder.10 
Homily 13.3.11

Renaming Elicits a Perpetual Memory. 
Chrysostom: James and John his brother he 
called  “sons of thunder.”12 Why? To show that 
he was the same One who, in giving the old 
covenant, altered names, who called Abram  
“Abraham,”13 and Sarai  “Sarah”14 and Jacob  
“Israel.”15  . . . It was also a custom of the patri-
archs to give descriptive names to persons, as 
Leah did.16 This is not mere arbitrariness, but 
in order that they may have a hallmark to 
remind them of the goodness of God. By this 
means, a perpetual memory of the prophecy 
conveyed by the name sounds forth in the ears 
of those who receive it. Homilies on St. 
John, Homily 19.17

3:18 And Matthew

The Renaming of Matthew. Bede:We must 
not pass over the fact that Matthew had two 
names, for he was also called Levi, and that name 
too bears witness to the grace granted to him. 
Levi means  “added”18 or  “taken up,” signifying 
that he was  “taken up” through being chosen by 
the Lord, and  “added” to the number of the apos-
tolic band. Mark and Luke generously chose to 
use this name alone, so as to not make glaringly 
conspicuous his former way of life, for he was 
now their companion in the work of the gospel.19 
In setting down the list of the twelve apostles, 
they simply called him Matthew, not mentioning 
Levi.20 Matthew himself, on the other hand (in 
accord with what is written,  “The just man is the 
first accuser of himself; his friend came and 
searched him out”),21 calls himself by his ordi-
nary name when telling of being called from his 
tax-collector’s place, but adds pointedly  “the pub-
lican”22—“Thomas,” he says,  “and Matthew the 
publican.” In this way he offers to publicans and 
sinners greater confidence in securing their salva-
tion. Homilies on the Gospels 1.21.23

9Cf. Is 29:6.   10Mk 3:17.   11TLG 2040.018, 29.289.49-292.21; FC 
46:200-201*.   12Mk 3:17.   13Cf. Gen 17:5.   14Cf. Gen 17:15.   15Cf. Gen 
32:28.   16Cf. Gen 29:32; 30:11, 13, 18, 20.   17TLG 2062.153, 
5.9.122.24-29, 34-39; NPNF 1 14:68*. Like Yahweh, who renamed the 
patriarchs when they passed through certain trials, Jesus renamed the 
disciples as a perpetual memorial of his presence. This renaming motif 
echoes pivotal transformations in the history of salvation.   18Or  “a join-
ing.”   19Mk 2:14; Lk 5:27.   20Mk 3:18; Lk 6:15.   21Prov 18:17.   22Mt 
10:3.   23Cetedoc 1367, 1.21.34;  HOG 1:206-07**.  Mark’s report of 
Matthew generously avoided the disreputable term publican, which 
Matthew penitently applied to himself.
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A C C U S A T I O N S  A G A I N S T  J E S U S

M A R K  3 : 1 9 - 2 7

Overview:  It was necessary within the econ-
omy of salvation that Satan be bound up with 
the same chains with which he had bound hu-
manity (Irenaeus, Augustine). Satan had 
willfully led humanity by deceit into bondage 
of the will (Irenaeus). The God-man had to 
act fairly to bind up the will of the strong 
man. For this purpose Christ came to plunder 
the strong man’s goods—the devil’s hold upon 
the ungodly. The demonic purpose was not 
just to enter into the body or senses as such 
but to strike at the innermost volitional center 
of the self to make it yield to idolatry. Hence 
the one guilty of no sin loosed the grip of the 
devil upon sinners who were being held in 
bondage to sin. In this way the devil was con-
quered precisely at the point at which he 
seemed to be conquering (Augustine). In his 
struggle against demonic powers, even his 
family wondered if Jesus had gone berserk ( Je-
rome). The indwelling Spirit brings into unity 
those who had been divided against them-
selves (Augustine).

3:21 When His Family Heard It, They 
Went Out to Seize Him, for People Were 
Saying,  “He Is Beside Himself ”

His Worried Kinfolk. Jerome: In the gospel 
we read that even his kinsfolk desired to bind 
him as one of weak mind. His opponents also 
reviled him saying,  “You are a Samaritan and 
have a devil.”1 Letter 108, To Eustochium.2

3:23 How Can Satan Cast Out Satan?

The Demonic Intent to Dominate the 
Will. Augustine: Now as for the Lord’s say-
ing:  “Satan cannot drive out Satan,”3 lest per-
haps anyone using the name of some of the 
lowest powers when driving out a demon 
should think this opinion of the Lord’s to be 
false, let him understand the point of this say-
ing: Satan does spare the body or the senses of 
the body, but he tempts the senses for the pur-

1Jn 8:48.   2Cetedoc 0620, 108.55.19.333.20; NPNF 2 6:205. Even 
his family thought Jesus may have gone berserk as he was attracting 
great numbers from far away to be cured. 3Mk 3:23.
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pose of dominating the will of the man in ques-
tion, in a triumph of greater import, through 
the error of impiety. Satan does not strike for 
the body as such, but rather for the innermost 
self in order to work in him in the manner 
described by the apostle:  “according to the 
prince of the power of this air, who is now 
active in the sons of disobedience.”4 For Satan 
was not troubling and tormenting the senses of 
their bodies, nor was he battering their bodies, 
but he was reigning in their wills, or better, in 
their covetousness. Eighty-Three Differ-
ent Questions, Question 79.2.5

3:25 A House Divided Against Itself

The Spirit Unites Those Divided Against 
Themselves. Augustine: Mention has been 
made of the unclean spirit whom the Lord shows 
to be divided against himself.6 The Holy Spirit, 
however, is not divided against himself. Rather 
he makes those whom he gathers together undi-
vided against themselves, by dwelling within 
those who have been cleansed, that they may be 
like those of whom it is written in the Acts of the 
Apostles,  “The multitude of them that believed 
were of one heart and of one soul.”7 Sermons 
on the New Testament Lessons 21.35.8

3:27a The Strong Man’s House

The Devil’s Goods. Augustine: The  “strong 
man” in this passage means the devil who was 
able to hold the human race in bondage. By his  
“goods,” which Christ was coming to plunder, 
the devil was keeping for himself those who 
would in time become faithful, but had 
remained in the clutches of ungodliness and 
various sins. It was for the purpose of binding 
up this strong man that John, in the Apoca-
lypse, saw  “an angel coming down from heaven, 

having the key of the abyss and a great chain in 
his hand. And he laid hold on the dragon, the 
ancient serpent, who is the devil and Satan, 
and bound him for a thousand years.”9 The 
angel checked and repressed his power to 
seduce and possess those destined to be set 
free. The City of God 20.7.10

Weakness Made Strong. Augustine: He 
conquered the devil first by righteousness, and 
then by power. First by righteousness, because 
he who had no sin11 was slain by him most 
unjustly. But then by power, because having 
been dead he lived again, never afterwards to 
die.12 For Christ was crucified, not through 
immortal power, but through the weakness 
which he took upon him in mortal flesh.13 Of 
this weakness the apostle nevertheless says,  
“God’s weakness is stronger than human 
strength.”14 On the Trinity 13.14.15.15

Cross as Victory. Augustine: It is not diffi-
cult, therefore, to see how the devil was con-
quered when he, who was slain by him, rose 
again.16 But there is something greater and 
more profound of comprehension: to see how 
the devil was conquered precisely when he was 
thought to be conquering, namely, when Christ 
was crucified. For at that moment the blood of 
him who had no sin at all, was shed for the 

4Eph 2:2.   5Cetedoc 0289, 79.54; FC 70:202*. Satan’s purpose is not 
just to enter into the body or senses as such, but to attach the inner-
most part of the self for the purpose of dominating the will to yield to 
idolatry.   6The issue being discussed is how the Holy Spirit unites 
those who have been inwardly divided by the demonic.   7Acts 4:32.   
8Cetedoc 0284, 71.75.104.808; NPNF 1 6:330; Dominican ed. Ser-
mon 71.35, WSA 3 3:258.   9Cf. Rev 20:1-2.   10Cetedoc 0313, 
48.20.7.44; FC 24:266*.   11Cf. 2 Cor 5:21.   12Rom 6:9.   13Cf. 2 Cor 
13:4.   14Cf. 1 Cor 1:25. 15Cetedoc 0329, 50A.13.14.35; NPNF 1 
3:177**. He conquered the devil by that righteousness which, having 
no sin, was slain; and by the power of his resurrection. 16The issue is 
how the devil was conquered precisely at the point where he seemed 
to be conquering.
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remission of our sins.17 The devil deservedly 
held those whom he had bound by sin to the 
condition of death. So it happened that One 
who was guilty of no sin freed them justly from 
this condemnation.18 The strong man was con-
quered by this paradoxical justice and bound by 
this chain, that his vessels19 might be taken 
away. Those vessels which had been vessels of 
wrath were turned into vessels of mercy.20 On 
the Trinity 13.15.19.21

3:27b Then Indeed He May Plunder His 
House

The Same Chains. Irenaeus: The adversary 
enticed humanity to transgress our maker’s 
law, and thereby got us into his clutches.22 Yet 
his power consisted only in tempting the 
human will toward trespass and apostasy. With 
these chains he bound up the human will.23 
This is why in the economy of salvation it was 
necessary that he be bound with the same 
chains by which he had bound humanity.24 It 
would be through a man that humanity would 
be set free to return to the Lord,25 leaving the 
adversary in those bonds by which he himself 
had been fettered, that is, sin. For when Satan 
is bound, man is set free; since  “none can enter 

a strong man’s house and spoil his goods, 
unless he first bind the strong man himself.”26 
It is in this way that he became exposed as the 
opposer of the Word who made all things, and 
subdued by his command. The new man 
showed him to be a fugitive from the law, and 
an apostate from God. He then was securely 
bound as a fugitive, and his goods27 hauled 
away. These goods are those who had been in 
bondage, whom he had unjustly used for his 
own purposes. So it was a just means by which 
he was led captive, who had led humanity into 
captivity unjustly. In this way humanity was 
rescued from the clutches of its possessor by 
the tender mercy of God the Father, who had 
compassion on his own handiwork, and gave to 
it salvation, restoring it by means of the Word, 
Christ, in order that humanity might learn 
from this actual event that they receive incor-
ruptibility not of themselves, but by the free 
gift of God.28 Against Heresies 5.21.3.29

B L A S P H E M Y  A G A I N S T  T H E  H O L Y  S P I R I T

M A R K  3 : 2 8 - 3 0  

17Cf. Mt 26:28; 1 Jn 3:5..   18Cf. Heb 2:14.   19Booty.   20Rom 9:22-23.   
21Cetedoc 0329, 50A.13.15.1; FC 45:396-97.   22Cf. Gen 3:1-6.   23At 
issue is why in the plan of salvation it was necessary that the devil be 
bound up by one truly human.   24Namely, through his own twisted 
willing.   25Cf. Rom 5:18.   26Mt 12:29; Mk 3:27.   27Humanity in 
bondage.   28Cf. Rom 5:16.   29AHR 2:383-84; ANF 1:550**. As 
Satan had unfairly led humanity into bondage of the will, so the 
God-man had fairly bound up the will of the strong man.
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Overview: The Spirit dwells in those who live 
by faith. But those who once having been 
counted worthy to share in the Holy Spirit and 
then having finally and decisively turned their 
backs from grace are by this act said to have 
blasphemed against the Holy Spirit (Origen). 
Contempt of the Holy Spirit is defiance of the 
ground of the Christian faith and life, for it is 
the Spirit who offers testimony to Christ (No-
vatian). The Holy Spirit is God himself en-
abling our faith. God the Spirit is not only the 
one whom we worship but the one by whom we 
worship (Gregory Nazianzen). The text does 
not suggest that blasphemy makes repentance 
impossible (Augustine).

3:28 Whoever Blasphemes Against the 
Holy Spirit

Turning Away from Faith. Origen: The 
power of God the Father and God the Son is at 
work in the whole of creation.1 The saints are 
those who are fully receiving life in the Holy 
Spirit.2 Accordingly it is said,  “No man can say 
that Jesus is the Lord except in the Holy 
Spirit.”3 However unworthy the apostles might 
have been, they were told:  “You shall receive 
power when the Holy Spirit is come upon 
you.”4 This is what is referred to by the phrase,  
“he who has sinned against the Son of Man is 
worthy of forgiveness.”5 Even if one at times 
ceases to live according to this divine word, 
even if one falls into ignorance or folly, the way 
is not blocked to true penitence and forgive-
ness. But one who has once been counted wor-
thy to share in life in the Holy Spirit and then 
finally turns back again in apostasy is by this 
very act and deed said to have blasphemed 
against the Holy Spirit.6 On First Princi-
ples 1.3.7.7

Those So Indwelt Would Not Curse 
Jesus. Novatian: No one who is indwelt by 
the Holy Spirit can imagine saying  “anathema” 
to Jesus.8 No one in the Spirit would deny that 
Christ is the Son of God, or reject God as Cre-
ator. No believer would utter such things con-
trary to Scriptures, or substitute alien or 
sacrilegious ordinances contrary to moral prin-
ciples. But if anyone shamelessly blasphemes 
against this same Holy Spirit, he  “does not 
have forgiveness, either in this world or in the 
world to come.”9 For it is the Spirit who 
through the apostles offers testimony to 
Christ,10 who in the martyrs manifests unwa-
vering faith, and who in the lives of the chaste 
embraces the admirable continence of sealed 
chastity.11 It is the Spirit who, among the whole 
church, guards the laws of the Lord’s teaching 
uncorrupted and untainted, destroys heretics, 
corrects those in error, reproves unbelievers, 
reveals impostors, and corrects the wicked.12 
The Trinity 29.13

The Spirit Is God. Gregory Nazianzen:
He14 is the subject, not the object, of hallowing, 
apportioning, participating, filling, sustaining. 
We share in him; he shares in nothing.15 He is 
our inheritance, he is glorified, counted to-
gether with Father and Son. He is a dire warn-
ing to us, the  “finger of God.”16 The Spirit is, 
like God, a  “fire.”17 This means that the Holy 

1Cf. Rom 1:20.   2Cf. Rom 8:10; Gal 6:8.   31 Cor 12:3.   4Acts 1:8.   
5Mt 12:32.   6Mt 12:31-32; Mk 3:29.   7OBP 176; OFP 36-37**.
81 Cor 12:3.   9Cf. Mt 12:32; Lk 12:10.   10Cf. Eph 3:5. 11For further 
reference to voluntary continence as a form of asceticism, particu-
larly in response to pagan eroticism, see EEC 930 and EEC 161.  
122 Cor 11:2.   13Cetedoc 0071, 29.98; FC 67:104**. For this reason 
the indwelling Holy Spirit is pivotal to every aspect of the Chris-
tian life.   14At issue in this oration is whether the Holy Spirit is the 
object of our worship or the subject who makes our worship possi-
ble.   15In the sense that nothing external is necessary for his being.   
16Cf. Lk 11:20.   17Cf. Acts 2:3.
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Spirit is of the same essential nature as the 
Father.18 The Spirit is the very One who cre-
ated us and creates us anew through baptism 
and resurrection. The Spirit knows all things,19 
teaches all things,20 moves where and when and 
as strongly as he wills.21 He leads,22 speaks,23 
sends,24 and separates those who are vexed and 
tempted. He reveals,25 illumines,26 gives life, or 
better said, he is himself light and life.27 He 
makes us his temple,28 he sanctifies,29 he makes 
us complete.30 He both goes before baptism and 
follows after it.31 All that the Godhead actively 
performs, the Spirit performs. Oration 31, On 
the Holy Spirit 29.32

Repentance for Blasphemy. Augustine: It 
is not that this was a blasphemy which under 

no circumstances could be forgiven, for even 
this shall be forgiven if right repentance follows 
it. Sermons on New Testament Lessons 
21.35.33

W H O  A R E  M Y  M O T H E R  

A N D  M Y  B R O T H E R S ?

M A R K  3 : 3 1 - 3 5

Overview: Mary was more blessed in receiving 
the faith of Christ than in conceiving the flesh 
of Christ. She was blessed because she kept the 
Word of God, not merely because she gave 
birth. Mary’s closeness to Jesus as a natural 

mother would have been little help for her sal-
vation if she had not borne Christ in her heart. 
From this passage we learn to view earthly kin-
ship in relation to heavenly kinship (August-
ine). To the Lord’s family belong all who do the 

18The Holy Spirit is truly God, of the same nature as God.   19Cf. 
Rom 8:26; Eph 3:4-5.   20Cf. Neh 9:20; Is 11:2; Jn 14:26.   21Cf. Jn 
3:8.   22Cf. Ps 143:10; Jn 16:13.   23Cf. 2 Sam 23:2; Ezek 11:5; Mt 
10:20; Mk 13:11; Jn 16:13; 1 Tim 4:1.   24Cf. Is 61:1; Acts 13:4.   
25Cf. 1 Cor 2:10; Eph 3:5.   26Cf. Joel 2:28.   27Cf. Job 27:3; 33:4; Ps 
104:30; Dan 5:14; Eph 2:1-10.   28Cf. 1 Cor 3:16.   29Cf. 1 Cor 6:11; 
1 Thess 5:23; 2 Thess 2:13; 1 Pet 1:2. 30Cf. Is 11:2; 32:15.   31Cf. 
Mk 1:8, 10.   32TLG 2022.011, 29.17-29; FGFR 296-97**. The 
Holy Spirit is God himself enabling our faith: not merely the object 
of our worship but the one by whose power and inspiration we 
worship.   33Cetedoc 0284, 71.75.104.808; NPNF 1 6:330*; 
Dominican ed., Sermon 71:35; WSA 3 3:268.  Assuming a right 
repentance, even this blasphemy can be forgiven.
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will of the Father (Pseudo-Clement).

3:32 His Mother and His Brothers Came

Ordering the Relation to Family. Augus-
tine: It is he who said that no one belongs to 
his family except those who do the will of his 
Father. To be sure, he graciously included Mary 
herself in this number, for she was doing the 
will of his Father. Thus he spurned the earthly 
name of his mother in comparison to heavenly 
kinship. . . . Do not be ungrateful, pay your 
duty of gratitude to your mother, repay earthly 
favors by spiritual ones, temporal by eternal 
ones. Letter 243, To Laetus.1

3:34 Here Are My Mother and My 
Brothers!

Belonging to the Family. Pseudo-Clem-
ent: Let us then praise him, not with the 
mouth only, but from the heart, so that he may 
accept us as sons. For the Lord said,  “My 
brothers are those who do the will of my 
Father.”2 So let us do the will of the Father who 
called us, that we may live peaceably within 
this family, where our inclination3 shall be the 
pursuit of virtue. 2 Clement 9.10-10.1.4

3:35 Whoever Does the Will of God Is My 
Brother, Sister, Mother

Whether Mary Was Closer to Him as 
Parent or Believer.  Augustine: What else 
does he here teach us, than to prefer to kinship  
“after the flesh” our descent  “after the Spirit.”5 
He teaches that persons are united by nearness 

of spirit to those who are just and holy, and that 
by obeying and following they cleave to their 
teaching and conduct. Therefore Mary is more 
blessed in receiving the faith of Christ than in 
conceiving the flesh of Christ. For to the one 
who said,  “Blessed is the womb, which bore 
you!” he himself answered:  “Blessed are they 
who hear the Word of God and keep it.”6 Con-
cerning his own brothers, his own relatives after 
the flesh, who at first did not believe in him,7 he 
found dubious advantage in being their kin. As 
for Mary, her nearness as a mother would have 
been little help for her salvation if she had not 
borne Christ in her heart in a more blessed man-
ner than in the flesh.8 On Virginity 3.9

The Ground of Mary’s Blessedness. Au-
gustine: She did the Father’s will. It was this 
in her that the Lord magnified, not merely that 
her flesh gave birth to flesh. . . . When he said,  
“Blessed are they who hear the Word of God 
and keep it,”10 he was in effect saying:  “My 
mother whom you have called blessed is blessed 
for the reason that she keeps the Word of God, 
not that the Word was made flesh in her and 
dwelt among us,11 but that she keeps the very 
Word of God through which she was made and 
which was made flesh in her.” Tractate on 
John 10.3.2.12

1Cetedoc 0262, 243.57.9.576.3; FC 32:224-25**.   2Mt 12:50; Lk 8:21.   
3Above all earthly commitments, including domestic duties.   4TLG 
1271.002, 9.10.1-10.1.2; LCC 1:197**.   5Cf. Rom 8:1-5; Gal 4:29.   
6Lk 11:27-28. 7Jn 7:4.   8Mt 3:8-10; Lk 11:27-28; Rom 9:1-8.   
9Cetedoc 0300, 3.237.5; GMI 74**.   10Lk 11:28, in response to the 
exclamation  “Blessed is the womb that bore you, and the breasts that 
nursed you.”   11Jn 1:14.   12Cetedoc 0278, 10.3.8; FC 78:214**.
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T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  S O W E R

M A R K  4 : 1 - 9

Overview:  Those who obsess about riches are 
like fields of thistles and thorns that do not al-
low the seeds of the kingdom to grow (The 
Shepherd of Hermas). Though God is every-
where, he comes especially near to us in our hu-
man nature by sowing the seed of his Word 
through the incarnation in the ground of our 
human souls (Clement of Rome). The seed 
was lost not through the fault of the sower but 
through the unreadiness of the soil to receive it 
(Chrysostom). Mark withheld elaborate ana-
lytical exposition of the parables because the 
things signified by them were beyond the 
power of ordinary words to express (Origen).

4:2 He Taught Them Many Things in 
Parables

Parables Inexhaustible. Origen: We try to 
think in a general way about every parable,1 the 
elaborate interpretation of which has not been 
recorded by the Evangelists, remembering that 
Jesus explained all things to his own disciples 
privately.2 The writers of the Gospels have 

withheld any detailed exposition of the para-
bles, because the things signified by them were 
beyond the power of words to express. Not 
even the whole world itself could contain the 
books that might be written to fully clarify and 
develop the parables. But it may happen that a 
receptive heart will grasp something of them. 
Purity of intent enables greater discernment of 
the parables, that they might become written 
on the heart by the Spirit of the living God.3 
But someone might then reply that we act with 
impiety when we want to give the parables 
symbolic meaning, as if we had the authority to 
expound what is secret and mystical. This is 
sometimes claimed even in cases where one 
might suppose that we had some reasonable 
knowledge of their meaning. But to this we 
must respond that, if there are those who have 
obtained some gift of accurate apprehension of 
these things, they know what they ought to do. 
But as for us, we readily acknowledge that we 

1For a helpful survey of patristic interpretation of the parables, see 
EEC 2:648-49.   2Mk 4:34.   3Cf. 2 Cor 3:3.
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fall short of the ability to see into the depth of 
the things here signified. We do better not to 
venture to commit to writing those things of 
which, even after much examination and 
inquiry, we have only some crass perception, 
whether by grace or by the power of our own 
minds. But some basic things, for the sake of 
our own intellectual discipline, and that of 
those who may chance to read them, we are 
permitted to some extent to set forth. Com-
mentary on Matthew 14.12.4

4:3 A Sower Went Out to Sow

The Burial of the Seed. Clement of Rome: 
Think of the various ways, dear friends, by 
which the master points us toward the coming 
resurrection, by which the Lord Jesus Christ 
was made the firstfruit when he raised him 
from the dead.5 Let us observe, dear friends, 
how something like resurrection is so often 
anticipated in the course of nature. Day and 
night, for example: the night falls asleep, and 
day arises; day departs, and night returns. Or 
consider the planting of crops: How and in 
what manner does the sowing take place? The 
sower goes forth and casts into the earth each 
of the seeds.6 They fall into the dry and bare 
ground and decay. Then out of their decay the 
majesty of God’s providence raises them up, 
and from being one seed, many grow up and 
bring forth fruit. Even more dramatically, recall 
that remarkable wonder which has been 
reported in eastern regions in the vicinity of 
Arabia, of a bird named Phoenix.7 This bird is 
said to be a unique species, living perhaps five 
hundred years. When the time of its dissolu-
tion and death arrives, it makes for itself a 
coffinlike nest of frankincense and myrrh and 
the other spices, into which, its time being 
completed, it enters and dies. But as the flesh 

decays, a certain worm is born, which is nour-
ished by the juices of the dead bird and eventu-
ally grows wings. Then, when it has grown 
strong, it takes up that coffinlike nest contain-
ing the bones of its parent, and carrying them 
away, makes its way from the country of Arabia 
to Egypt, to the city of Heliopolis. There, in 
broad daylight in the sight of all, it flies to the 
altar of the sun and deposits them there, and 
then sets out on its return, which the priests 
who examine records think occurs at the end of 
the five hundredth year. With all these indica-
tions in nature, why should it surprise us that 
the creator of the universe might bring about 
the resurrection of those who have served him 
with holiness in the assurance of a good faith,8 
seeing that he shows to us even by a bird the 
magnificence of his promise? 1 Clement 24.1-
26.1.9

Going Out to Sow. Chrysostom: What is 
the meaning of this parable? He went out to 
sow his seed. From where could he  “go out” 

4TLG 2042.030, 14.12.17-57; cf. ANF 9:502. Those who interpret 
do well readily to acknowledge that they themselves fall short of the 
ability to see into the depth of what the parables signify, and in any 
event not everything one seems to grasp should be committed to 
writing.   5Cf. 1 Pet 1:3.   6Cf. Mt 13:3-9; Mk 4:3-9; Lk 8:5-8. 7“The 
story of the phoenix, well known in antiquity, was widely used 
(with varying levels of credulity) by early Christian writers; sanc-
tion for this usage was found in Ps 92:12 (91:13 LXX), AF 43n. Paul 
Finney notes that the story of the phoenix probably originated in 
Asia, but in later editions of the legend Syria and Egypt play an 
important role. It was a legend  “adopted by many cultures through-
out the ancient world, from the Mediterranean to China.” As in 
Clement’s letter to the Corinthians, many early Christians  “saw in 
the phoenix a pagan anticipation of Christianity.” The image of the 
phoenix occurs on early Christian sarcophagi, mosaics and paint-
ings (see EEC 732).   8Cf. Lk 14:14; Jn 5:29.   9TLG 1271.001, 24.1-
26.1; AF 24*. Like the turning of night to day, as in the primeval 
story of the phoenix, we are taught the resurrection, as when seeds 
are buried, decay, rise and bring forth fruit. So nature in some ways 
providentially reflects and anticipates the miracle of the resurrec-
tion of the body.
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who is present everywhere, and fills all places? 
He went out, not into a place, but into a life 
and into a historic dispensation wherein he 
saved us, being brought close to us by reason of 
assuming our flesh. Since we could not enter 
in, for our sins had shut the door to us, he came 
out to us. . . . He came to till and to take care of 
the earth: to sow the word of compassion. For 
here he calls his teaching seed, the souls of men 
a ploughed field, and himself the sower. On 
Temperance.10

4:4 Some Seed Fell Along the Path

Indiscriminate Sowing. Chrysostom: As 
the sower fairly and indiscriminately disperses 
seed broadly over all his field, so does God 
offer gifts to all,11 making no distinction 
between rich and poor, wise and foolish, lazy or 
diligent, brave or cowardly. He addresses every-
one, fulfilling his part, although knowing the 
results beforehand. . . . Why then, tell me, was 
so much of the seed lost? Not through the 
sower, but through the ground that received 
it—meaning the soul that did not listen. . . . 
Even though more seed would be lost than sur-
vive, the disciples were not to lose heart. For it 
is the way of the Lord never to stop sowing the 
seed, even when he knows beforehand that 
some of it will not respond. But how can it be 
reasonable, one asks, to sow among the thorns, 
or on the rock, or alongside the road? Maybe it 
is not reasonable insofar as it pertains only to 
seeds and earth, for the bare rock is not likely 
to turn into tillable soil, and the roadside will 
remain roadside and the thorns, thorns. But in 
the case of free wills and their reasonable 
instruction, this kind of sowing is praisewor-
thy. For the rocky soul can in time turn into 
rich soil. Among souls, the wayside may come 
no longer to be trampled by all that pass, and 

may become a fertile field. The thorns may be 
destroyed and the seed enjoy full growth. For 
had this not been impossible, this sower would 
not have sown. And even if no change whatever 
occurs in the soul, this is no fault of the sower, 
but of those who are unwilling to be changed. 
He has done his part. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 44.5.1.12

4:6 Since It Had No Root It Withered 
Away

The Root of Corruption in the Will. 
Chrysostom: And if the young shoots of the 
wheat wither, that is not because of the heat, 
for he did not say that it withered because of 
the heat, but  “because it had no roots.”13 And if 
that which he has taught us is choked, neither 
is it the fault of the thorns, but of those who 
allow them to grow. For you can, if you will, 
oppose their evil growth, and make fitting use 
of your resources. For this reason he says not  
“the world,” but  “the care of this world”; not  
“riches,” but  “the deceitfulness of riches.” Let 
us put blame, not on created things, but on the 
corrupted will. On Temperance.14

The Cause of Withering Away. Chrysos-
tom: Now pay particular attention. There is 
not one single way of destruction. Rather there 
are various ways that differ from one another 
significantly. Some, like the seed along the 
roadside, are the coarse-minded, indifferent, 
and careless. Others, those on the rock, are like 
people who fail from weakness only. The Gos-
pel of St. Matthew, Homily 44.5.15

10TLG 2062.152, 57.467.26-33; SSGF 1:392*; PG 57.467-72.   11Cf. 
Rom 5:15. 12NPNF 1 10:281-82*; cf. TLG 2062.152, 57.467.53-
58, 468.12-14, 23-42.   13Mt 13:6; Mk 4:6.   14TLG 2062.152, 
57.469.2-12; SSGF 1:394.   15NPNF 1 10:282*; TLG 2062.152, 
57.468.43-47.
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4:7 The Thorns Grew Up and Choked It, 
and It Yielded No Grain

Choking Out Fruitfulness. The Shep-
herd of Hermas: The thistles are the rich, 
and the thorns are those obsessed with busi-
ness deals. They tend not to remain long with 
the servants of God. They wander away, 
choked by commercial preoccupations.16 The 
rich cleave only with great difficulty to the ser-
vants of God, fearing lest someone might ask 
something of them. Such people, therefore, will 
enter the kingdom of God only with difficulty. 
You know how hard it is to walk through this-
tles with bare feet? Just that hard it will be for 
them to enter the kingdom of God.17 The 
Shepherd of Hermas 3.9.20.18

4:8 Yielding Thirtyfold and Sixtyfold and a 
Hundredfold

Readiness to Receive. Chrysostom: Why 
did one soil bear a hundred, one sixty, one 
thirty? The difference is the readiness of the 
ground, for even where the ground is good, 
differences remain in the readiness of soils. 
The fault lies not in the farmer or the seed, 
but in the condition of the land itself, its dis-

position to receive. The Gospel of St. Mat-
thew, Homily 44.6.19

Varied Gifts. Cyril of Alexandria: Note 
that Christ has recounted three ways of disaster, 
and that three likewise are the grades of glory. 
For the seed that fell upon the wayside was 
seized by the birds. That which sprang up on 
stony ground quickly perished. That which grew 
amid the thorns was choked. But the desirable 
good earth brought forth fruit, and with a three-
fold difference, as I have said; some a hundred-
fold, some sixty, and some thirtyfold. As the 
most learned Paul writes:  “Everyone has his 
proper gift from God,” one after this manner, 
another after that.20 And we don’t find the good 
actions of holy men to be all of equal merit. But it 
behooves us to strive earnestly after their better 
actions, and rise above the less worthy; so shall 
we be rewarded bountifully by Christ, to whom, 
with the Father and the Holy Ghost, be praise 
and glory for ever. Amen. Commentary on the 
Gospel of Luke 8.5.9.21

16Cf. 1 Tim 6:9.   17Cf. Mt 19:23-24; Mk 10:23-25; Lk 18:25.   
18TLG 1419.001, 97.1.1-3.1; ANF 2:50**; cf. AF 278. 19TLG 
2062.152, 57.469.26-31; NPNF 1 10:282**. The readiness of the 
soil decisively affects the yield.   201 Cor 7:7.   21SSGF 1:399; PG 
72.628.
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T H E  P U R P O S E  O F  P A R A B L E S

M A R K  4 : 1 0 - 2 0  

Overview:  Parables are grasped with the eyes 
of the mind (Cyril of Alexandria). By making 
speech visual, the parables facilitate easy recol-
lection. Each parable is best read in relation to 
the whole fabric of Scripture (Chrysostom). 
The Word becomes effective in us by its own 
power (Clement of Alexandria). In this para-
ble, believers are called to work seasonably to be-
come good soil (Augustine). Readiness for the 
indwelling Spirit requires a rigorous weeding 
out of inordinate desires (Evagrius). By careful 
cultivation one may reside in this world and not 
be choked with its cares (Chrysostom). Only 
with diligence and grace can the assaults of the 
enemy be deflected (Irenaeus). Those without 
spiritual roots will fall away amid tribulation 
(Athanasius). God may heal by delaying heal-
ing, lest a premature recovery should render one 
incurable (Origen). Jesus treated warily those 
who sought to find a pretense for criminal 
charges against him (Augustine).

4:10 They Asked Him Concerning the 
Parables

Fixing Memory. Chrysostom: He speaks in 
parables that he may also make his discourse 

more vivid, and fix the memory of it in them 
more perfectly, and bring the things before 
their sight, as did the prophets also. The 
Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 44.3.1

The Organic Unity of Holy Scripture. 
Chrysostom: Suppose a physician excised a 
portion from the side of an organism, even in 
that small part you would find all the elements 
out of which the whole is composed—nerves 
and veins, bones, arteries and blood, and a sam-
ple, as one might say, of the whole lump. So 
likewise with regard to the organic unity of the 
Scriptures. In each distinct portion of what is 
written, one may see the connection with the 
whole clearly appearing. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 1.8.2

4:11 For Those Outside Everything Is in 
Parables

Those Unready to Hear. Origen: Some-
times it does not turn out to be an advantage 

1TLG 2062.152, 57.467.21-25; NPNF 1 10:281*.   2TLG 
2062.152, 57.18.3-10; NPNF 1 10:4*. The whole gist of Scripture 
may be found implicitly in a single parable.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+4%3A10-20&version=RSV
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for one to be healed quickly or superficially, 
especially if the disease by this means becomes 
even more shut up in the internal organs where 
it rages more fiercely. Therefore God, who per-
ceives secret things and who knows all things 
before they come to be, in his great goodness 
delays the healing of such persons and defers 
the remedy to a later time. If I may speak para-
doxically, God heals them by not healing them, 
lest a premature recovery of health should ren-
der them incurable. This pertains to those 
whom our Lord and Savior addressed as  “those 
outside,” whose hearts and reins3 he searches 
out. Jesus covered up the deeper mysteries of 
the faith in veiled speech to those who were not 
yet ready to receive his teaching in straightfor-
ward terms. The Lord wanted to prevent the 
unready from being too speedily converted and 
only cosmetically healed. If the forgiveness of 
their sins were too easily obtained, they would 
soon fall again into the same disorder of sin 
which they imagined could be cured without 
any difficulty. On First Principles 3.1.7.4

4:12 See but Not Perceive

An Open Utterance Partially Veiled. 
Augustine: Jesus did not ordinarily assume 
that his teaching would remain hidden. He 
expected it to be proclaimed openly in every 
direction. Yet it is possible, in defensive circum-
stances, to utter something openly and yet 
veiled at the same time. Something may be said 
not strictly in secret, but in a secret way. Note 
that it was not in secret that Jesus said  “they 
may indeed see but not perceive.”5 If this had 
not been spoken openly, there would have been 
no sense to the phrase  “not seeing.” The same 
hearer may not perceive the level on which 
something is spoken openly, yet on another 

level secretly understood. The very things 
which his detractors had heard without under-
standing were such as could not with justice or 
truth be turned into a criminal charge against 
him. As often as they tried by their questions 
to find something by which to accuse him, he 
gave them such replies as utterly confounded 
all their plots and left no ground for the calum-
nies they devised. Tractates on John 113.6

The Eyes of the Mind. Cyril of Alexan-
dria: Parables are word pictures not of visible 
things, but rather of things of the mind and the 
spirit. That which cannot be seen with the eyes 
of the body, a parable will reveal to the eyes of 
the mind, informing the subtlety of the intellect 
by means of things perceivable by the senses, 
and as it were tangible. Commentary on the 
Gospel of Luke 8.5.4.7

4:13 Do You Not Understand This 
Parable?

The Word Is Made Effective by Its Own 
Power. Clement of Alexandria: At times 
our Savior spoke the Word to the apostles by 
means of mysterious sayings. For prophecy says 
of him:  “He will open his mouth in parables, 
and will declare things kept secret from the 
foundation of the world.”8 . . . The efficacy of 
the Word itself, being strong and powerful,9 
gradually draws into itself secretly and invisibly 
everyone who receives it. Stromateis 5.12.10

3Deepest thoughts and feelings. 4OFP 190-191* (from the Latin 
version); cf. TLG 2042.002, 3.1.17.1-16.  “Those outside” are those 
unready to hear.   5Mk 4:12.   6Cetedoc 0278, 113.3.38; NPNF 1 
7:419**; cf. FC 92:12-13.   7TLG 4090.108, 72.624.41-8; SSGF 
1:398*.   8LXX:  “I will open my mouth in parables; I will utter dark 
sayings which have been from the beginning” (Ps 78:2; [77:2 LXX]).   
9Cf. Heb 4:12.   10TLG 0555.004, 5.12.80.7.1-8.1, 9.3-5; cf. ANF 
2:463.
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4:14 The Sower Sows the Word

The Seed Sowed in All Cultures. Clement 
of Alexandria: The Greek culture, along 
with its philosophy, was preparatory. By this it 
is made clear how obliquely, not with a straight 
direction, gifts have come from God to human-
ity—in that miscellaneous way that showers 
fall down on the good land, and on the dung-
hill, and on the houses. Then both grass and 
wheat sprout. Both figs and reckless trees grow 
on sepulchers. These things are like a figure of 
the truth disclosing itself. All enjoy the same 
influence of the rain.11 But they do not have the 
same grace as those which spring up in rich 
soil, inasmuch as they are withered or plucked 
up. And here we are aided by the parable of the 
sower, which the Lord interpreted. Finally 
there is only one cultivator of the soil of the 
human soul. It is the One who from the begin-
ning, from the foundations of the world, has 
been sowing living seeds by which all things 
grow. In each age the Word has come down 
upon all like rain. But the times and places 
which received these gifts account for the dif-
ferences which exist. . . . Some cultures have 
rightly sought out the word of truth through 
understanding.  “But Abraham was not justified 
by works, but by faith.”12 It is therefore of no 
advantage to them after the end of life, even if 
they do good works now, if they do not have 
faith. Stromateis 1.7.13

4:15 Satan Immediately Comes and Takes 
Away the Word Which Is Sown in Them

The Word Taken Away. Irenaeus:  While 
we are sleeping, the enemy is sowing weeds. 
This is why the Lord commanded his disciples 
to be always on the outlook. Those who are not 
actively bringing forth fruits of righteousness 

are quickly covered over and lost among the 
brambles. Yet if they exercise diligence and 
receive the word of God as a graft into them-
selves, they may again recover the pristine 
nature of humanity, created after the image and 
likeness of God.14 Against Heresies 5.10.1.15

4:17 When Tribulation or Persecution 
Arises, They Fall Away

The Rootless Amid Tribulation. Athana-
sius: Let us, therefore, following the faith of the 
apostles, hold frequent communion with our 
Lord. For the world is like the sea to us, beloved, 
of which it is written,  “There go the ships, and 
Leviathan that you16 formed to sport in it.”17 We 
float upon this sea, like wind, with everyone 
directing his own course with his own free will. 
Under the pilotage of the Word, one may safely 
approach the port. But, if possessed by wayward 
inclinations, one is in peril by storm and may 
suffer shipwreck. For as in the ocean there are 
storms and waves, so in the world there are 
many afflictions and trials. The unbelieving 
therefore,  “have no root in themselves, but 
endure for a while; then, when tribulation or 
persecution arises on account of the word, 
immediately they fall away,”18 just as the Lord 
said. They are not likely to endure the complica-
tions which arise from afflictions, if they are 
fixed upon the temporal and not confirmed in 
the faith. Letter 19.7, Easter a.d. 347.19

11Cf. Mt 5:45.   12Rom 4, passim.   13TLG 0555.004, 1.7.37.1.1-3.1; 
1.7.38.1.2-3.1; ANF 2:308**; cf. FC 85:48. It is by grace, not works 
of understanding, that faith grows in every human culture.   14Cf. 
Gen 1:26.   15AHR 2:346; ANF 1:536*.   16God.   17Ps 104:26.   
18Mk 4:17.   19PG 26:1428 (the Latin version only); NPNF 2 
4:547**.  Athanasius intensified the metaphor of rootlessness by 
adding to it the metaphor of the pilotless ship on troubled waters: 
With the Word we have a pilot in this sea. But those who are with-
out direction or spiritual roots will fall away amid tribulation.
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4:18 Sown Among Thorns Which Choke 
the Word

Weeding Out the Undergrowth of the 
Soul. Evagrius:  Allow the Spirit of God to 
dwell within you; then in his love he will come 
and make a habitation with you; he will reside 
in you and live in you.20 If your heart is pure 
you will see him and he will sow in you the 
good seed of reflection upon his actions and 
wonder at his majesty. This will happen if you 
take the trouble to weed out from your soul the 
undergrowth of sporadic desires, along with 
the thorns and tares of bad habits.21 Admoni-
tion on Prayer.22

How Riches Choke the Word. Chrysos-
tom: When the Word is choked, it is not 
merely due to the thorns as such, but to the 
negligence of those allowing them to spring up. 
There is a way, if there is a will, to hinder evil 
growth and use wealth appropriately. For this 
reason he warned not of  “the world” but of the  
“care of the world”; not  “riches” as such but  
“the deceitfulness of riches.” Let us not place 
the blame on what we possess, but on our own 
corrupt mind. For it is possible to be rich and 
not be deceived. It is possible to be in this 
world, and not be choked with its cares. For 
indeed riches have two contrary disadvantages; 
one, anxiety over them, wearing us out, and 
spreading darkness over us; and the other, lux-
ury, which makes us soft. . . . Do not marvel at 
his calling our luxuries  “thorns.” If you are 
intoxicated in your sense you may not be aware 
of this. One is in sound health who knows that 
luxury pricks sharper than any thorn. Luxury 
wastes the soul away even worse than anxiety. 
It causes more grievous pains both to body and 
soul. For no one is as seriously harmed by anxi-
ety as by immoderate indulgence. . . . It brings 

on premature old age, dulls the senses, darkens 
our reasoning, blinds the keen-sighted mind, 
and makes the body flabby. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 44.7.23

4:20 The Good Soil

Becoming Good Soil. Augustine: Work dil-
igently the soil while you may. Break up your 
fallow with the plough. Cast away the stones 
from your field, and dig out the thorns. Be 
unwilling to have a  “hard heart,” such as makes 
the Word of God of no effect.24 Be unwilling to 
have a  “thin layer of soil,” in which the root of 
divine love can find no depth in which to enter. 
Be unwilling to  “choke the good seed” by the 
cares and the lusts of this life, when it is being 
scattered for your good. When God is the 
sower and we are the ground, we are called to 
work to be good ground.25 Sermons on New 
Testament Lessons 73.3.26

The Perpetual Stream. Ephrem the Syr-
ian: The fields have but one season of harvest; 
but from the Scripture there gushes forth a 
stream of saving doctrine. The field when 
reaped lies idle, and at rest, and the branches 
when the vine is stripped lie withered and 
dead. The Scriptures are garnered each day, yet 
the years of its interpreters never come to an 
end; and the clusters of its vines, which in it are 
those of hope, though are gathered each day, 
are likewise without end. Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron, Proem.27

20Cf. Rom 8:9.   21Cf. Mt. 13:22; Lk 8:14.   22CS 101:68.   23NPNF 1 
10:283; TLG 2062.152, 57.469.4-16; 470.20-26, 34-37.   24Cf. Ps 
95:8; Prov 28:14; Mk 16:14.   25Is 1:19-20; Hos 10:12; Lk 6:47-48.   
26Cetedoc 0284, 73.38.471.25; GMI 83**; cf. NPNF 1 6:334.   
27SSGF 2:44-45; Vossio, St. Ephraem 686 (Cologne, 1616); Proem 
to Mark 9.
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A  L A M P  U N D E R  A  B U S H E L  B A S K E T

M A R K  4 : 2 1 - 2 5

Overview: Goodness rejoices in being recog-
nized as what it is (Tertullian). The purpose 
of the lamp of wisdom is not to be set under a 
bed but to be used and seen (Clement of Alex-
andria).

4:21 A Lamp Under a Bed

When Wisdom Lies Unused. Clement of 
Alexandria: A well, when pumped regularly, 
produces purer water. If neglected, and no one 
uses it, it changes into a source of pollution. 
Use keeps metal brighter, but disuse produces 
rust. For, in a word, exercise produces a 
healthy condition both in souls and bodies. So  
“No one lights a candle and puts it under a 
bowl, but upon a candlestick, that it may give 
light.”1 For of what use is wisdom, if it fails to 
make those who hear it wise? Stromateis 1.1.2

4:22 There Is Nothing Hid, Except to Be 
Made Manifest

Hiding Good Works. Tertullian: Why 
does the Lord call us the light of the world? Why 
has he compared us to a city on a hill?3 Are we 
not called to shine in the midst of darkness, and 
stand up high for those most sunk down? If you 
hide your lamp beneath a bushel,4 you will soon 
notice that you yourself will be in the dark. You 
will find others bumping into you. So what can 
you do to illumine the world? Let your faith pro-
duce good works. Be a reflection of God’s light. 
The good is not preoccupied with darkness. It 
rejoices in being seen.5 It exults over the very 
pointings which are made at it. Christian mod-
esty not only wishes to be modest, but also it 
wishes to be beheld as what it actually is. On 
the Apparel of Women 2.13.6

1Mt 5:15; Mk 4:21; Lk 8:16.   2TLG 0555.004, 1.1.12.2.1-3.4; ANF 
2:302**. 3Mt 5:14.   4Mt 5:15; Lk 8:16; 11:33.   5Jn 3:21.   6Cetedoc 
0011, 2.13.7; ANF 4:25*.
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T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E  S E E D  

G R O W I N G  S E C R E T L Y

M A R K  4 : 2 6 - 2 9

Overview:  The kingdom grows silently (Am-
brose). When the corn is fully ripe, it is like 
matured righteousness (Gregory the Great). 
In four stages righteousness has grown within 
history after the fall: primitive natural dread, 
consciousness of the law, the righteousness re-
vealed in the gospel and the mature age of the 
Holy Spirit (Tertullian).

4:28a First the Blade, Then the Ear

Growth in the Kingdom. Ambrose: While 
you are asleep, O man, and without your being 
aware of it, the earth of itself is producing its 
fruits. Six Days of Creation 3.1

Patterns of Increase. Tertullian: 
Observe how the created order has advanced 
little by little toward fruitfulness. First comes 
the grain, and from the grain arises the shoot, 
and from the shoot emerges the shrub. From 
there the boughs and leaves gather strength, 
and the whole that we call a tree expands. Then 
follows the swelling of the germen, and from 
the germen bursts the flower, and from the 
flower the fruit opens. The fruit itself, primi-
tive for a while, and unshapely, keeping the 
straight course of its development, is matured, 
little by little, to the full mellowness of its fla-

vor.2 In just this way has righteousness grown 
in history.3 The proximate righteousness found 
in the created order is grounded in the holy 
God whose righteousness first emerged in a 
rudimentary stage as an undeveloped natural 
apprehension in the presence of the holy One. 
Then it advanced through the law and prophets 
to childhood. At long last through the gospel, 
God’s righteousness has been personally mani-
fested with the vital energies of youth. Now 
through the paraclete, righteousness is being 
manifested in its mature stage. On the Veil-
ing of the Virgins 1.4

4:28b Then the Full Grain in the Ear

The Full Corn. Gregory the Great: To 
produce  “the blade” is to hold the first tender 
beginning of good. The  “blade” arrives at matu-
rity when virtue conceived in the mind leads to 
advancement in good works. The  “full corn” 
fructifies in  “the ear” when virtue makes such 
great progress that it comes into its fullest pos-
sible expression. Homilies on Ezekiel 15.5

1FC 42:101*.   2Mk 4:28.   3Cf. Ps 92:12. 4Cetedoc 0027, 1.39; 
ANF 4:27-28**.   5Cetedoc 1710, 2.3.96; GC 1:388.
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J E S U S ’  U S E  O F  P A R A B L E S

M A R K  4 : 3 0 - 3 4

Overview: From the tiny mustard seed, which 
resists infection and adversity, comes the mag-
nificent tree of the boundless, worldwide com-
munity of faith offering its branches to the 
whole world (Clement of Alexandria). This 
great tree is known by its extension into the 
whole world and is not adequately embodied by 
an inwardly turned or detached or separated 
branch (Augustine). The mystery of the Word 
is gradually revealed to us analogically by grace 
through parables, not by simple analysis of the 
literal words (Origen). In all things essential 
Jesus made his identity sufficiently clear to 
those who were called to proclaim his coming 
(Tertullian).

4:30 With What Can We Compare the 
Kingdom of God?

Comparing The Kingdom. Origen: Now a 
simile differs from a parable; for it is written in 
Mark,  “With what can we compare the king-
dom of God, or what parable shall we use for 
it?”1 From this it is plain that there is some log-
ical distinction between a comparison and a 
parable. The simile seems to be generic, and the 
parable specific. The simile, which is the high-

est genus of the parable, contains the parable as 
one of its species. Commentary on Mat-
thew 10.4.2

4:31 It Is Like a Grain of Mustard Seed

Sharp and Pungent. Clement of Alexan-
dria: The word which proclaims the kingdom 
of heaven is sharp and pungent as mustard. It 
represses bile (anger) and checks inflammation 
(pride). From this word flows the soul’s true 
vitality and fitness for eternity. To such in-
creased size did the growth of the word come 
that the tree which sprang from it (that is the 
Church of Christ now being established over 
the whole earth) filled the world, so that the 
birds of the air (that is, holy angels and lofty 
souls) dwelt in its branches. Fragments from 
the Catena of Nicetas, Bishop of Hera-
clea 4.3

4:32 Puts Forth Large Branches

The Bruised Seed. Ambrose: Its seed is in-

1Mk 4:30.   2ANF 9:416*; TLG 2042.029, 10.4.21-28.   3ANF 
2:578*; PG 9:744. 
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deed very plain, and of little value; but if 
bruised or crushed it shows forth its power. So 
faith first seems a simple thing; but if it is 
bruised by its enemies it gives forth proof of its 
power, so as to fill others who hear or read of it 
with the odor of its sweetness. Our martyrs, 
Felix, Nabor and Victor, possessed the sweet 
odor of faith; but they dwelt in obscurity. 
When the persecution came, they laid down 
their arms, and bowed their necks, and being 
stricken by the sword they diffused to all the 
ends of the earth the grace of their martyrdom. 
. . . The Lord himself is the grain of mustard 
seed. He was without injury; but the people 
were unaware of him as a grain of mustard seed 
of which they took no notice. He chose to be 
bruised, that we might say:  “For we are the 
good odor of Christ unto God.” Exposition 
on the Gospel of Luke 7.178-79.4

Little Branch, Great Tree. Augustine: In 
the same manner,5 then, the catholicity of our 
mother6 becomes palpable when others who are 
not her sons make war on her. It is a fact that 
this little branch of worshipers in Africa7 has 
been broken off from the great tree8 which 
embraces the whole world in the spreading of 
its branches. She is in labor with them in char-
ity, that they may return to the root without 
which they cannot have true life. Letter 32.9

The Spreading Tree. Peter Chrysologus: 
It is up to us to sow this mustard seed in our 
minds and let it grow within us into a great tree 
of understanding reaching up to heaven and 
elevating all our faculties; then it will spread 
out branches of knowledge, the pungent savor 
of its fruit will make our mouths burn, its fiery 
kernel will kindle a blaze within us inflaming 
our hearts, and the taste of it will dispel our 
unenlightened repugnance. Yes, it is true: a 

mustard seed is indeed an image of the king-
dom of God.  Christ is the kingdom of heaven. 
Sown like a mustard seed in the garden of the 
virgin’s womb, he grew up into the tree of the 
cross whose branches stretch across the world. 
Crushed in the mortar of the passion, its fruit 
has produced seasoning enough for the flavor-
ing and preservation of every living creature 
with which it comes in contact. As long as a 
mustard seed remains intact, its properties lie 
dormant; but when it is crushed they are 
exceedingly evident. So it was with Christ; he 
chose to have his body crushed, because he 
would not have his power concealed. . . . Christ 
became all things in order to restore all of us in 
himself. The man Christ received the mustard 
seed which represents the kingdom of God; as 
man he received it, though as God he had 
always possessed it. He sowed it in his garden, 
that is in his bride, the Church. The Church is 
a garden extending over the whole world, tilled 
by the plough of the gospel, fenced in by stakes 
of doctrine and discipline, cleared of every 
harmful weed by the labor of the apostles, fra-
grant and lovely with perennial flowers: virgins’ 
lilies and martyrs’ roses set amid the pleasant 
verdure of all who bear witness to Christ and 
the tender plants of all who have faith in him. 
Such then is the mustard seed which Christ 
sowed in his garden. When he promised a king-
dom to the patriarchs, the seed took root in 
them; with the prophets it sprang up; with the 
apostles it grew tall; in the Church it became a 
great tree putting forth innumerable branches 

4Cetedoc 0143, 7.1948; SSGF 1:349; CSEL 32:360-66; cf. Phil 4:18.   
5When the Donatists were severed from the wholeness of the 
church, it suggested to Augustine this metaphor.   6The universal 
church spread over the whole world.   7The Donatists.   8The king-
dom of God is here being compared to the great tree of which the 
universal church in time is a proximate expression.   9Cetedoc 0262, 
185.57.8.29.19; FC 30:172-73*.
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laden with gifts. And now you too must take 
the wings of the psalmist’s dove, gleaming gold 
in the rays of divine sunlight, and fly to rest for 
ever among those sturdy, fruitful branches. No 
snares are set to trap you there; fly off, then, 
with confidence and dwell securely in its shel-
ter. Sermon 98.10

4:34 Privately He Explained Everything

The Illumination of the Disciples. Ter-
tullian: Christ Jesus our Lord clearly declared 
himself as to who he was while he lived on 
earth. . . . Who then of sound mind can possi-
bly suppose that those whom the Lord or-
dained to be leaders and teachers were ignorant 

of anything essential to salvation? Who could 
suppose that he who kept them, as he did, so 
close to himself in their daily attentiveness, in 
their discipline, in their companionship, to 
whom, when they were alone, he used to 
expound all things11 which were obscure, tell-
ing them that  “to them it was given to know 
those mysteries,”12 which it was not permitted 
the people to understand—now would he leave 
them ignorant? Prescription Against Here-
tics 20, 22.13

T H E  S T I L L I N G  O F  T H E  S T O R M

M A R K  4 : 3 5 - 4 1

Overview: While the ship was quietly bearing 
Jesus’ humanity, the power of his Godhead was 
wonderfully carrying the ship itself (Ephrem 
the Syrian). The mystery of the God-man is 
seen in that he who is the rest of the weary 

himself grew tired (Gregory Nazianzen). His 
explicit use of the terms of personal authority 
teaches us of his divine identity as eternal Son 
(Basil). In the stilling of the storm, the prophe-
cies of Habakkuk and Nahum were fulfilled 

10Cetedoc 0027+, 98.25; JF B 90-91;   11Mk 4:34.   12Mt 13:11.
13Cetedoc 0005, 20.1, 22.9; ANF 3:252-53**. Christ did not leave 
his disciples ignorant with respect to any matter essential to salva-
tion.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+4%3A35-41&version=RSV
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(Tertullian). The Lord of the sea, eliciting 
faith through temporal events, exhibited his 
awesome power in the storm (Athanasius). 
Only the author of the deep could still its 
storm and walk its sea (Prudentius). His sleep 
had the purpose of maturing their faith (Ori-
gen, Cyril of Alexandria). Amid our tempta-
tions we may awaken the sleeping Christ in us 
(Augustine).

4:36 The Boat Was Already Filling

Testing the Disciples. Athanasius: Even 
while he was asleep on the pillow, the Lord 
was testing his disciples,1 when a miracle was 
wrought that was calculated especially to put 
even the wicked to contrition. For when he 
arose, and rebuked the sea, and silenced the 
storm, he plainly disclosed two things: that 
the storm of the sea was not simply from 
winds, but from the fear of the Lord who 
walked upon it;2 and that the Lord who 
rebuked it was not a creature, but rather its 
creator. Letter 29.3

The Word Sailed with Them. Athanasius:
They awakened the Word, who was sailing with 
them, and immediately the sea became smooth 
at the command of its Lord, and they were 
saved. They became proclaimers and teachers at 
the same time, attesting the miracles of our Sav-
ior, and also teaching us to imitate their exam-
ple. Letter 19.6, Easter A.D. 347.4

4:38 Asleep on the Cushion, They Awoke 
Him

The Bark of the Church. Origen:  For as 
many as are in the little ship of faith are sailing 
with the Lord; as many as are in the bark of 
holy church will voyage with the Lord across 

this wave-tossed life; though the Lord himself 
may sleep in holy quiet, he is but watching your 
patience and endurance: looking forward to the 
repentance, and to the conversion of those who 
have sinned. Come then to him eagerly, instant 
in prayer. Fragments on Matthew 3.3.5

Who Was Asleep? Gregory Nazianzen: 
He was tired6—yet he is the  “rest” of the weary 
and the burdened.7 He was overcome by heavy 
sleep8—yet he goes lightly over the sea, 
rebukes the winds, and relieves the drowning 
Peter.9 Oration 29, On the Son 20.10

Sharpening Their Perceptions. Cyril of 
Alexandria: And so he sleeps, leaving them in 
fear, in which their senses would be sharpened 
to perceive the significance of what was to 
come. For no one feels what takes place in 
another’s body as acutely as that which hap-
pens in his own. Commentary on the Gos-
pel of Luke 8.5.22.11

4:39a He Rebuked the Wind

The Prophets Fulfilled. Tertullian: 
When he disperses its waves, Habakkuk’s 
words are fulfilled, where he speaks of the Lord  
“scattering the waters in his passage.”12 When 
at his rebuke the sea is calmed, Nahum’s 
prophesy is fulfilled:  “He rebukes the sea and 
makes it dry.”13 Against Marcion 4.20.14

1Mk 4:37-41.   2Cf. Mt 14:26; Mk 6:48; Jn 6:19.   3NPNF 2 4:550; 
PG 26:1435.   4NPNF 2 4:547*, PG 26:1428. 5GCS 41.1:260; 
SSGF 1:320.   6Jn 4:6.   7Mt 11:28.   8Mt 8:24; Mk 4:38; Lk 8:23.   
9Cf. Mt 8:26; 14:25-32; Mk 4:39; 6:48-51; Lk 8:24; Jn 6:19-21.   
10TLG 2022.003, 20.7-10; FGFR 258-59. This is the God-man, 
who according to his humanity is able to sleep and according to his 
divinity is able to still the storm.   11TLG 4090.108, 72.629.24-30; 
SSGF 1:324.   12Hab 3:10 LXX:  “as thou dost divide the moving 
waters.”   13Nahum 1:4.   14Cetedoc 0014, 4.484.16; ANF 3:379*. 
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4:39b Peace! Be Still!

By Whose Authority. Basil: Pay close atten-
tion to the Lord’s words; whenever he instructs 
us about the Father, he knows that by using 
terms of personal authority, such as  “I will; be 
clean”;15 and  “Peace! Be still!”16 and  “But I say to 
you”;17 and  “You deaf and dumb spirit, I com-
mand you”;18 and other similar expressions, we 
will be led to recognize his authority as master 
and creator. By these encounters we are meeting 
the Father of the Son, the Father who creates 
through the Son. This does not insinuate that 
the Father’s creation is imperfect, or that the 
Son’s energy is feeble, but shows their unity of 
will. On the Holy Spirit 8.21.19

4:41a Who Then Is This?

The Ship, His Humanity and His Divinity. 
Ephrem the Syrian: The ship carried his 
humanity, but the power of his Godhead car-
ried the ship and all that was in it. In order that 
he might show that even his humanity did not 
require the ship, instead of the planks which a 
shipwright puts together and fastens, he, like 
the architect of creation, made the waters firm 
and joined them together solidly under his feet. 
So just as the Lord strengthened the hands of 
Simeon the priest, that his arms might bear up 
in the temple the strength that was bearing up 
all,20 so did he strengthen the feet of Simon the 
apostle, that they might bear themselves up on 
the water.21 So that name which bore the 
first-begotten in the temple was afterwards 
borne up by the first-begotten in the sea. 
Homily on Our Lord 50.22

4:41b Wind and Sea Obey Him

Awakening the Christ Asleep in You. 

Augustine:  When you have to listen to abuse, 
that means you are being buffeted by the wind. 
When your anger is roused, you are being tossed 
by the waves. So when the winds blow and the 
waves mount high, the boat is in danger, your 
heart is imperiled, your heart is taking a batter-
ing. On hearing yourself insulted, you long to 
retaliate; but the joy of revenge brings with it 
another kind of misfortune—shipwreck. Why is 
this? Because Christ is asleep in you. What do I 
mean? I mean you have forgotten his presence. 
Rouse him, then; remember him, let him keep 
watch within you, pay heed to him. . . . A temp-
tation arises: it is the wind. It disturbs you: it is 
the surging of the sea. This is the moment to 
awaken Christ and let him remind you of those 
words:  “Who can this be? Even the winds and 
the sea obey him.” Sermons 63.1-3.23

The Author of the Deep. Prudentius: 
His power and miracles proclaim him God.
I see the wild winds suddenly grow calm
When Christ commands; I see the storm-

tossed sea
Grow smooth, with tranquil surface bright,
At Christ’s behest; I see the waves grow firm
As the raging flood sustains his treading

 feet.
He walks dry-shod upon the flowing tide
And bears upon the flood with footsteps

sure.
He chides the winds and bids the tempest

cease.

15Mt 8:3; Mk 1:41; Lk 5:13.   16Cf. Mk 4:39.   17Mt 5:22.   18Mk 
9:25.   19OHS 41-42; TLG 2040.003, 8.21.10-23; cf. NPNF 2 
8:14-15. 20Cf. Lk 2:25-35.   21As the Lord bore up the hands of 
Simeon as he was praying in the temple, so did he bear up the feet 
of Simon Peter as he was walking in the water; cf. Mt 14:31.   
22CSCO 270-71:49; NPNF 2 13:328*.   23Cetedoc 0284, 
63.38.424.20; Mt 8:27; Mk 4:41; Lk 8:25; JF B 92-93; PL 38. 
424-25; cf. WSA 3 3:173-74.
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Who would command the stormy gales:
“Be still,

Your strongholds keep and leave the bound-
less sea,”

Except the Lord and maker of the winds? . . .
Who on the sea could walk, who with firm

step
Upon the flood could without sinking tread
That path with soles upborne and feet

unwet,

Except the author of the deep, the 
Spirit,

Poured from the Father’s lips, that moved
across

The waves, not yet hemmed in by solid
shores?

A Hymn on the Trinity, Lines 649-79.24

24Cetedoc 1439, 646; FC 52:27.
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T H E  G E R A S E N E  D E M O N I A C

M A R K  5 : 1 - 2 0

Overview: It was for the greater good of attest-
ing God’s power and eliciting faith that the 
swine were slain by the agency of demons ( Jer-
ome, Chrysostom). The glory of humanity 
made in the image of God has freely fallen to the 
depths under the power of unclean spirits (Pru-
dentius). These fallen spiritual creatures were 
first to recognize the Son as holy, sovereign God 
(Athanasius, Peter Chrysologus, Pruden-
tius). It is one who is truly man and truly God 
that the demons instantly recognize with dread 
(Gregory Nazianzen). Even if a whole army of 
demons takes up residence in a single body, the 
redeemer can transform human misery into 
soundness (Lactantius, Ephrem the Syrian). 
Limited powers are temporarily permitted to the 
demonic to test faith (Tertullian). The church 
continues to petition God to deliver the faithful 
from demonic powers (Apostolic Constitu-
tions, Ephrem the Syrian). The demonic pow-
ers are not originally and directly willed by God 
but are only permitted by God under the condi-
tions of sin, and as a consequence of taking free-
dom seriously, they play a role in drawing forth a 
greater good. They are already being bound up 
by the anointed one ( John of Damascus). The 
faithful today attest the same cleansing grace 
(Gregory the Great). 

5:1 The Country of the Gerasenes

Gerasa or Gadara or Gergesa? Origen:  
One who aims at fuller understanding of the 
holy Scriptures must not neglect the careful 

examination of the proper names in it. Concern-
ing Palestinian place names the Greek copies are 
often incorrect, and one might be misled by 
them. The displacement of the swine, who were 
driven down a steep place by the demons and 
drowned in the sea, is said to have taken place in 
the country of the Gerasenes.1 Now, Gerasa is a 
town of Arabia, and has no sea or lake near it. 
The Evangelists would not have made a state-
ment so obviously and demonstrably false; for 
they were men who informed themselves care-
fully of all matters connected with Judea. But in 
a few copies we have found,  “into the country of 
the Gadarenes.” On this reading, Gadara is 
described as a town of Judea. In its neighbor-
hood are the well-known hot springs. There is 
no lake there with overhanging banks, nor any 
sea. But Gergesa, from which the name Gerge-
senes is taken, is an old town in the neighbor-
hood of the lake now called Tiberias. On the 
edge of it there is a steep place bordering on the 
lake, from which the pigs could have been driven 
down by the demons. Now, the meaning of Ger-
gesa is the  “dwelling of the one who drives out,” 
and may contain a prophetic reference to the 
response of the citizens toward the Savior. They  
“begged him to depart out of their coasts.”2 
Commentary on John 6.24.3

1Cf. Lk 8:26-37.   2Mt 8:34; Mk 5:17; Lk 8:37.   3TLG 2042.005, 
6.40.207.6-6.41.211.7; ANF 9:371**. This passage shows the great 
care that Origen took to identify place names accurately and to 
check the Greek against the Aramaic. The text could have referred 
to Gerasa or Gadara, but the geographical evidence may suggest 
Gergesa.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+5%3A1-20&version=RSV
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5:3 One Who Lived Among the Tombs

Fallen to the Depths. Peter Chrysolo-
gus: Behold where is he, who was promised all 
the glories of this world, found to dwell— where?
—in the tombs!4 Compassed about with the 
putrid rottenness of dead bodies. Sermons 17.5

Bereft of Reason. Prudentius: 
Then a man bereft of reason,

dwelling in sepulchral caves,
Bound with cruel and grinding fetters and

with raging frenzy torn,
Rushes forth and kneels in worship, as the

saving Christ draws near.6

Hymn 9.7

5:4 No One Had the Strength to Subdue 
Him

Transforming the Depths. Lactantius: 
“Neither could anyone tame him.”8 Give me a 
reprobate who is impetuous, foul-mouthed and 
overbearing. With few words the Lord will ren-
der him as gentle as a lamb. Give me one who is 
covetous, avaricious, grasping. The Lord will 
restore him to liberality, and he will dispose of 
his resources bountifully of his own hand. Show 
me one who trembles at the idea of pain and of 
death, and soon I will show you one who has 
learned to disdain crosses, flames and the bull of 
Perillus.9 Even one who is sensual, adulterous 
and gluttonous can be made sober, chaste and 
abstinent.10 Divine Institutes 3.26.4.11

5:7 What Have You to Do with Me?

The Instant Recognition. Athanasius:  
Obviously he would not be expelling evil spirits 
and pillaging idols if he were impotent, for the 
evil spirits would not obey one who was impo-

tent. If, on the other hand, the very naming of 
him drives them forth, he clearly is not power-
less. The spirits especially see through what is 
unseen by human eyes. They could tell if Christ 
was vulnerable and refuse him any obedience at 
all. As it is, what human disbelief doubts, the evil 
spirits see clearly: that he is God. For that reason 
they flee from him and fall at his feet, still crying 
out even as they once cried when he was in the 
body,  “We know who you are, the holy one of 
God,”12 and,  “Ah, what have I in common with 
you, Son of God? I implore you, do not torment 
me.”13 Incarnation of the Word 32.4.5.14

The God-Man Beheld. Gregory Nazian-
zen: Yes, he is recognized by demons,15 drives 
out demons,16 drowns deep a legion of spirits17 
and sees the prince of demons falling like light-
ning.18 He is stoned, yet not hit;19 he prays yet 
he hears prayer.20 He weeps,21 yet he puts an 
end to weeping.22 He asks where Lazarus is23—
he was man; yet he raises Lazarus24—he was 
God. Oration 29, On the Son 20.25

4Cf. Mk 5:3; Lk 8:27.   5Cetedoc 0227, 17.38; GMI 97. What has 
become of the glory of humanity made in the image of God? In the 
person of the demoniac, humanity seems to have fallen to the depths 
under the power of the demonic. 6Mk 5:2-6; Lk 8:28.   7Cetedoc 
1438, 9.52; FC 43:63. The redeemer was recognized even by one 
whose reasoning had become demonically enslaved.   8Mk 5:4.   
9Perillus was an Athenian artist, who designed the hollow brazen 
bull in which people could be roasted alive. Phalaris (c. 570-549 B.C.), 
the tyrant of Agrigentum, Sicily, who commissioned the bull, decided 
to make Perillus its first victim.   10Cf. Is 55:13; 1 Cor 6:9-11.   
11Cetedoc 0085, 3.26.4; CSEL 19:260.4;  cf. ANF 7:128. Are the 
demonic powers untamable? The redeemer can transform the worst.   
12Mk 1:24; Lk 4:34.   13Mk 5:7; Lk 8:28.   14TLG 2035.002, 32.4.1-
5.5;  cf. NPNF 2 4:53; LCC 3:86. The demons recognized him 
instantly as sovereign God. The unclean spirits could see what 
human eyes could not see.   15Cf. Lk 4:33-34; Mk 1:23-24.   16Cf. Mt 
8:16; Mk 1:34.   17Cf. Mt 8:32; Mk 5:9, 13; Lk 8:30, 33.   18Cf. Lk 
10:18.   19Cf. Jn 8:59; 10:31, 39.   20Cf. Mt 8:13; Mk 1:35.   21Cf. Jn 
11:35.   22Cf. Lk 7:13; 8:52; 23:28.   23Cf. Jn 11:34.   24Cf. Jn 11:43-44.   
25FGFR 259; TLG 2022.009, 20.12-17. The demons instantly recog-
nize one who is at once truly a man and truly God.
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5:9 My Name Is Legion

The Supplication. Ephrem the Syrian: 
Look too at Legion:26 when in anguish he 
begged, our Lord permitted the demons to enter 
into the herd. He asked for respite, without 
deception, in his anguish, and our Lord in his 
kindness granted this request. His compassion 
for the demoniac is a rebuke to the demons, 
showing how much anguish his love suffers in 
desiring that humans should live. Encouraged by 
the words I had heard, I knelt down and wept 
there, and spoke before our Lord:  “Legion 
received his request from you without any tears. 
Permit me, with my tears, to make my request.” 
Hymns on Paradise 12.8-9.27

God’s Antecedent and Consequent Will-
ing. John of Damascus: One should also bear 
in mind that God antecedently wills all to be 
saved and to attain to his kingdom.28 For he did 
not form us to be chastised, but to share his 
goodness, because he is incomparably good. 
Yet, because he is just, it is required that sin be 
punished. So, the first form of the will of God 
is called his antecedent will and blessing, which 
has God as its cause. The second is called 
God’s consequent will and permission, of 
which we are a participating cause. What God 
wills as a consequence of our sinning is two-
fold: either that which God permits to con-
tinue by his gracious dispensation for our 
instruction and salvation, or that which God 
finally abandons to certain chastisement. 
These, however, belong to those things which 
do not depend upon us. As to the things which 
do depend upon us, whatever is good God wills 
antecedently and blesses. Whatever is evil he 
neither wills antecedently nor consequently, 
but permits them to the free will. If something 
is done under compulsion, it cannot be a virtu-

ous act or according to reason, since virtue 
must be chosen. In these ways God provides 
for all creation. Through all creation God does 
good and teaches, and he may even use the 
demons themselves for this purpose of instruc-
tion, as he did in the case of Job and in the gos-
pel narrative of the swine.29 The Orthodox 
Faith 2.29.30

5:13a The Unclean Spirits Came Out and 
Entered the Swine

The Temporary Power to Test Faith. Ter-
tullian: The devil’s legion would not have had 
power over the herd of swine31 unless they had 
gotten it from God. Thus they are far from 
having power over the sheep of God. Even the 
bristles of the swine were counted by God, just 
as were the hairs of the heads of the just.32 The 
devil, it must be admitted, seems indeed to 
have power—in this case really his own—over 
those who do not belong to God. In relation to 
God the idolatrous nations are all counted as a 
drop in the bucket, as dust on the threshing 
floor, as spittle in the mouth,33 and so thrown 
open to the devil as if they were a free posses-
sion. But the devil has no power over those 
who belong to the household of God, and can-
not treat them as if they were his own. The 
cases marked out in Scripture show when and 
for what reasons he may touch the faithful. 
Indeed to vindicate faith, the power of trial of a 
believer is sometimes temporarily granted to 

26Cf. Mk 5:9; Lk 8:30. 27CSCO 174-175:51-52; HOP 163**. We 
still pray for the same cleansing.   28Cf. 1 Tim 2:4; 2 Pet 3:9.   29Cf. 
Mk 5:13.   30TLG 2934.004, 43.67-81; FC 37:262-63**. The 
demonic powers are not from the beginning (antecedently) willed 
by God but are permitted by God (consequently) under the condi-
tions of sin to play a role in drawing forth a greater good.   31Cf. Mk 
5:11-13.   32Cf. Mt 10:30; Lk 12:7.   33Cf. Is 40:15 LXX; 4 Ezra 
6:56.
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the devil to test and challenge faith.34 Or to 
elicit repentance the sinner may be temporarily 
handed over to the devil as though he were an 
executioner to whom belonged the inflicting of 
punishment, as we see in the case of Saul.35 
On Flight During Persecution.36

Why Swine Were Destroyed. Jerome: It 
need not disturb anyone that by the Lord’s 
command two thousand swine were slain by 
the agency of demons, since those who wit-
nessed the miracle would not have believed 
that so great a multitude of demons had gone 
out of the man unless an equally vast number 
of swine had rushed to ruin, showing that it 
was a legion that impelled them. The Life of 
St. Hilarion 32.37

5:13b Two Thousand Swine

Was This Just? Jerome: Was it just that two 
thousand swine perished so one soul might be 
saved? One seeking purity of heart had best 
not become preoccupied with the natural pre-
rogative of the demonic legion or animals. It is 
better that each single reader reflect upon his 
own soul, his own way of life, and the rarity of 
true excellence. Remember when the whole of 
Judea was led into captivity when Neb-
uchadneser came, and thousands were dis-
placed into Babylonia as prisoners38—
Jeremiah alone was left praising God. And 
they threw him into a muddy cistern.39 Never-
theless, the soul of this one man was more 
decisive for the destiny of Israel40 than all the 
rest. Homily 54.41

Whether Demons Take Up Space. Ephrem 
the Syrian: I asked this too, whether Paradise 
was sufficient in size for all the righteous to live 
there. I asked about what is not written in 

Scripture, but my instruction came from what 
is written there:  “Consider the man in whom 
there dwelt a legion of all kinds of demons.42 
They were there although not apparent, for 
their army is of a stuff finer and more subtle 
than the soul itself. That whole army dwelt in a 
single body. A hundred times finer and more 
subtle are the bodies of the righteous when 
they are risen at the resurrection.43 They 
resemble the mind that is able, if it so wills, to 
stretch out and expand, or, should it wish, to 
contract and shrink, so as either to focus on 
one place or to expand to encompass all places. 
Listen and learn: A lamp with thousands of 
rays can exist in a single house. Ten thousand 
scents can exist in a single blossom. Though 
located in a small space, they have ample room 
to extend themselves. So it is with Paradise: 
though full of spiritual beings, it is amply spa-
cious for their habitation.” Hymn 5.44

5:13c And They Were Drowned

Why Drowned? Chrysostom: He did this so 
that you might know that the demons would 
have done the same thing to human beings and 
would have drowned them if God had allowed 
them to do so. But he restrained the demons, 
stopped them, and allowed them to do no such 

34Cf. Job 1:12.  35Cf. Acts 9:1-2.   36Cetedoc 0025, 2.52; ANF 
4:117*. Limited powers are temporarily given to the demonic to 
test faith or elicit repentance.   37Cetedoc 0618, 106.14.20; NPNF 2 
6:309. It was for the good of attesting God’s power that the swine 
were slain by the agency of demons.   38Cf. 2 Chron 36:20.   39Cf. Jer 
38:6.   40Within the scheme of the history of salvation.   41Cetedoc 
0592, 143.267; FC 48:390**. One godly human soul may make 
more difference than an unclean multitude of animals. Each 
believer must look to his or her own soul to ferret out the legion of 
unclean spirits.   42Mk 5:9; Lk 8:30.   43Cf. 1 Cor 15:42.   44HOP 
104-5*. So different from ours is the relation of demonic powers to 
space that a whole legion can take up residence in a single human 
body.
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thing. When their power was transferred to the 
swine, it became clear to all witnesses what 
they would have done to persons. From this we 
learn that if the demons had the power to pos-
sess swine, they also could have possessed 
humans. Discourses Against Judaizing 
Christians 8.6.45

Into the Muddy Waters. Prudentius:
Driven forth, the wily demons, legion

named that evil scourge,
Seize upon the sordid foulness of a herd of

filthy swine
And into the muddy waters plunge them-

selves with maddened beasts.46

Hymn 9.47

5:15 Clothed and in His Right Mind

The Petition for Exorcism. Apostolic 
Constitutions: After this, let the deacon say: 
Go out, catechumens,48 in peace. And after 
they have gone out, let him say: You energu-
mens,49 afflicted with unclean spirits, pray, and 
let us all earnestly pray for them, that God, the 
lover of humankind, through Christ, may 
rebuke the unclean and wicked spirits, and 
deliver the faithful from the dominion of the 
adversary. May he that rebuked the legion of 
demons, and the devil, the prince of wicked-
ness, even now rebuke these demons which 
have turned away from piety. May God deliver 
his own workmanship from their power, and 
cleanse those creatures which he has with great 
wisdom created. Constitutions of the 
Holy Apostles 8.2.6.50

5:19 Tell Them How Much the Lord Has 
Done

Attesting Deliverance. Gregory the 

Great: A legion of demons has been, as I 
believed, cast out of me. I would prefer 
merely to forget all of this that I have known 
and simply to rest at the feet of the Savior. 
But lo it is said to me, so strongly as to com-
pel me against my will,  “Go home to your 
friends, and tell them how much the Lord has 
done for you, and how he has had mercy on 
you.”51 Epistle 5.52

5:20 All Marveled

Melting the Callous Heart. Prudentius: 
Behold, a legion hurls headlong the swine
Of Gerasenes, and once enchained in tombs,
It loudly grunts with pain. From lips 

possessed
It had cried out:  “O Jesus, Son of God,
Offspring of David’s royal line, we know
Who you are and why you have come, what

power
Expels us, at your coming filled with

dread.”53

Has not this voice, Judea, reached your 
ears?

True, but it has not pierced your darkened
mind

And, driven back, has from the threshold
fled.54

45TLG 2062.021, 48.940.39-45; FC 68:236-27**. God justly 
allowed brute creatures to be drowned to show how the demonic 
power over human souls might be broken. 46Cf. Mk 5:13. 
47Cetedoc 1438, 9.55; FC 43:64. 48A candidate for baptism; Ter-
tullian Prescription Against Heretics 41; Hippolytus Apostolic Tradi-

tion 16-20; EEC 151; EECy 185. 49An individual believed to be 
possessed or inhabited by a demon. 50PG 1:1080; ANF 7:483-
84*. The worshiping community is authorized to petition God to 
deliver the faithful from demonic powers. 51Mk 5:19. 52Cetedoc 
1714, 140.1.5.38; NPNF 2 11:75*. The faithful even today may 
experience the same cleansing grace and are called to attest its 
power. 53Mk 5:1-13; Lk 8:26-33. 54Under the law we hear of the 
coming of the Savior but resist it.
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Now sets the evening sun, where he who
beholds

The rosy dawn beholds the Lord’s advent.
The fervent gospel word
Has thawed the Scythian frosts and 

Hyrcanian snows,
So that Rhodopeian Hebrus, freed from

ice,55

Flows from Caucasian cliffs, a gentler
 stream. 

A Hymn on the Trinity.56

55The frost, snow and ice refer to the rigidity of the life lived in 
bondage to the law, which the gospel melts. 56Cetedoc 1439, 414; 
FC 52:19**. How warmly does the love of God melt the callous, 
frozen heart and wash away the ingrained residues of sin.
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J A I R U S ’ S  D A U G H T E R  A N D

T H E  W O M A N  W I T H  A  H E M O R R H A G E

M A R K  5 : 2 1 - 4 3

Overview: Faith has powerful evidences, as 
seen in the new life that it creates (Aphrahat). By 
healing and raising from the dead, Jesus 
showed compassion and demonstrated his mes-
sianic identity (Prudentius). It was not the 
mere manual touching of the Lord that healed, 
but touching the Lord with simple faith 
(Bede). She who was perceived as being dead 
was given new life simply through the divine 
address (Ambrose). The cry of anquish was it-
self a primitive form of faith ( Jerome). She ate 
to confirm the authenticity of her resurrection 
( Jerome, Theodoret of Cyr). When we are 
made children of God by faith, life is restored 
( Jerome). The sole requisite to receiving new 
life is faith (Augustine, Bede). If she were a 
witness to his divinity, he in turn was a witness 
to her faith (Ephrem the Syrian). The one 
whose hands formed her from nothing in cre-
ation reformed her from what had perished 
(Peter Chrysologus).

5:23 Lay Your Hands on Her

Whose Hands? Peter Chrysologus:  Those 
who are sick do not lay down the conditions of 
how they are to be cured. They only want to be 
made well. But this man was a ruler of the syn-

agogue, and versed in the law. He had surely 
read that while God created all other things by 
his word, man had been created by the hand of 
God. He trusted therefore in God that his 
daughter would be recreated, and restored to 
life by that same hand which, he knew, had cre-
ated her. . . . He who laid hands on her to form 
her from nothing, once more lays hands upon 
her to reform her from what had perished. 
Sermon 33.3.1

5:27 She Touched His Garment

The Cry of Anguish. Jerome: The woman 
with the hemorrhage had spent all that she had 
on doctors. Hungering and thirsting, her spirit 
had died within her. Having lost everything she 
possessed, because her life was wasting away 
within her, she cried out to the Lord in 
anguish. Her touch on the hem of his garment 
was the cry of a believing heart. In this she is 
the figure of the assembly of God gathered 
from all nations. Homily 33.2

Drawing Near to the Physician. Peter 

1Cetedoc 0227+, 33.37; SSGF 4:323**; CCL 24:188. 2Cetedoc 
0.592, 106.88; FC 48:241**.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+5%3A21-43&version=RSV
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Chrysologus: No seas were ever so trou-
bled by the ebb and flow of the tide, as the 
mind of this woman, pulled to and fro by the 
sway of  her thoughts. After all the hopeless 
strivings of  physicians, after all her outlay on 
useless remedies, after all the usual but use-
less treatment, when skill and experience had 
so long failed, all her substance was gone. 
This was not by chance, but divinely 
ordered, that she might be healed solely 
through faith and humility, whom human 
knowledge had failed through so many years. 
At a little distance apart from him stood this 
woman, whom nature had filled with mod-
esty, whom the law had declared unclean, 
saying of  her: She shall be unclean and shall 
touch no holy thing.3 She fears to touch, lest 
she incur the anger of  the religious leaders, 
or the condemnation of  the law. For fear of  
being talked about, she dares not speak, lest 
she embarrass those about her, lest she 
offend their ears. Through many years her 
body has been an arena of  suffering. Every-
day, unceasing pain she can endure no more. 
The Lord is passing by so quickly. The time 
is short to think what she must do, aware 
that healing is not given to the silent, nor to 
the one who hides her pain. In the midst of  
her conflicting thoughts, she sees a way, her 
sole way of  salvation. She would secure her 
healing by stealth, take in silence what she 
dares not ask for, guarding her respect and 
modesty. She who feels unworthy in body, 
draws near in heart to the physician. In faith 
she touches God. With her hand she touches 
his garment, knowing that both healing and 
forgiveness may be bestowed on this strata-
gem, undertaken due to the demands of  mod-
esty, and not as she otherwise would have 
preferred. She knew the gain she sought by 
stealth would cause no loss to him from 

whom she took it. . . . In an instant, faith 
cures where human skill had failed through 
twelve years. Sermon 33.4.4

Ironies of Her Healing. Ephrem the Syr-
ian: Glory to you, hidden Son of God, 
because your healing power is proclaimed 
through the hidden suffering of the afflicted 
woman. Through this woman whom they 
could see, the witnesses were enabled to 
behold the divinity that cannot be seen. 
Through the Son’s own healing power his 
divinity became known. Through the afflicted 
woman’s being healed her faith was made 
manifest. She caused him to be proclaimed, 
and indeed was honored with him. For truth 
was being proclaimed together with its her-
alds. If she was a witness to his divinity, he in 
turn was a witness to her faith. . . . He saw 
through to her hidden faith, and gave her a 
visible healing. Commentary on Tatian’s 
Diatessaron.5

5:33 She Told Him the Whole Truth

Faith and Truth. Jerome: Note the separate 
stages; mark the progress. As long as she was 
hemorrhaging, she could not come into his 
presence. She was healed by faith and then 
came before him. She fell at his feet. Even then 
she did not yet dare to look up into his face. As 
long as she had been cured, it was enough for 
her to cling to his feet. She  “told him all the 
truth.”6 Christ himself is the truth. She was 
giving praise to the truth. She had been healed 
by the truth. Homily 77.7

3Cf. Lev 15:25.   4 Cetedoc 0227+, 33.70; SSGF 4:324**; CCL 
24:189-90.   5Leloir 1990:88; JSSS 2:129**. 6Mk 5:33.   7Cetedoc 
0594, 3.9; FC 57:148*.
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5:34a Daughter, Your Faith Has Made You 
Well

Whether Proximity Elicits Faith. Augus-
tine: Few are they who by faith touch him; 
multitudes are they who throng about him.8 
Sermon 62.4.9

Touching in Doubt. Bede: Some  “seeing see 
not, and hearing do not hear.”10 So also some 
who touch, touch not, when they approach the 
Lord not in simplicity of soul, but in doubt or 
in duplicity. Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.5.11

5:34b Be Healed of Your Disease

The Way of Healing. Apostolic Constitu-
tions: Provide remedies suitable to every 
patient’s case. Cure them, heal them by all means 
possible. Restore them soundly to the church. 
Feed the flock,  “not with insolence and contempt, 
as lording it over them,”12 but as a gentle shepherd,  
“gathering the lambs into your bosom, and gently 
leading those which are with young.”13 Consti-
tutions of the Holy Apostles 2.3.20.14

The Healing Imperative. Prudentius:
Members filled with leprous ulcers,

flesh corrupted and decayed,
“Go and wash them, I command you”;

what he ordered then is done;
Wounds are healed by pious cleansing,

swollen flesh grows smooth again.15

Now on eyes, by lifelong darkness,
shrouded from the light of day

Thou dost spread a clay of healing, made
with nectar from thy lips;

Soon the blinded orbs are opened and
rejoice in late-found sight.16

Thou dost chide the angry tempest
and the savage hurricane,

Which upheave the tossing billows
and beset the fragile boat;

At thy bidding winds are subject,
and the rolling waves are stilled.17

Then a woman, weak and timid, touched
his sacred garment’s hem:

Instant was the blessed healing, and
the pallor left her cheek,

As the hemorrhage she had suffered
through so many years was stopped.18

Lazarus for four days buried, hidden in
the sunless tomb,

He restores to life and vigor, giving
power to breathe again,

And the soul returning, enters flesh
now crumbling to decay.19

Hymn 9.20

5:36 Do Not Fear, Only Believe

The Sole Requisite to Receiving New 
Life. Aphrahat: When the chief of the syna-
gogue asked him about his daughter, Jesus said 
to him:  “Only firmly believe and your daughter 
shall live.”21 He believed and so his daughter 
lived and arose. Similarly when Lazarus died, 
our Lord said to Martha,  “If you believe, your 
brother shall rise.” Martha said to him,  “Yes, 
Lord, I believe.”22 And he raised him after four 

8Cf. Is 1:11.   9Cetedoc 0284, 62.38.416.48; GMI 111.   10Mt 13:13.   
11Cetedoc 1355, 2.5.360; GMI 111*; cf. WSA 3 3:158. It was not the 
mere manual touching of the Lord itself that healed but touching the 
Lord in simplicity of soul.   12Cf. Ezek 34:4; Mt 20:25.   13Cf. Is 40:11.   
14PG 1:637; ANF 7:405. The healing ministry of the church is 
adapted to each particular adversity confronted.   15Mt 8:2-3.   16Cf. Jn 
9:1-7.   17Cf. Mt 8:24-26.   18Cf. Mt 9:20-22; Mk 5:25-34; Lk 8:43-48.   
19Cf. Jn 11:38-44.   20Cetedoc 1438, 9.31; FC 43:62-63. 21Cf. Mk 
5:35-36.   22Cf. Jn 11:23-27. 
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days. . . . So let us draw near then, my beloved, 
to faith, since its powers are so many. For faith 
raised up [Enoch] to the heavens23 and con-
quered the deluge.24 Faith causes the barren to 
sprout forth.25 It delivers from the sword.26 It 
raises up from the pit.27 It enriches the poor.28 It 
releases the captives. It delivers the persecuted.29 
It brings down the fire.30 It divides the sea.31 It 
cleaves the rock, and gives to the thirsty water to 
drink.32 It satisfies the hungry.33 It raises the 
dead, and brings them up from Sheol.34 It stills 
the billows.35 It heals the sick.36 It conquers 
hosts.37 It overthrows walls.38 It stops the 
mouths of lions,39 and quenches the flame of 
fire.40 It humiliates the proud, and brings the 
humble to honor.41 All these mighty works are 
wrought by faith. Now this is faith; when one 
believes in God the Lord of all, Who made the 
heavens and the earth and the seas and all that is 
in them. He made Adam in his image. He gave 
the law to Moses. He sent his Spirit upon the 
prophets. Moreover he sent his Christ into the 
world, that we should believe in the resurrection 
of the dead; and should also trust in the efficacy 
of our baptism. This is the faith of the church of 
God. So distance yourselves from all divinations 
and sorceries and Chaldean arts and magic, and 
superficial prayers and rites and moons and sea-
sons, from fornication and lewd music, from 
vain doctrines which are instruments of the 
adversary, from the allure of honeyed words, 
from blasphemy and from adultery. Do not bear 
false witness or speak with a double tongue. 
Demonstration 4.17-19.42

5:37 He Allowed No One to Follow Except 
Peter, James and John

Why Only Three? Jerome: Someone may 
wonder or ask: Why are these three apostles 
always chosen and the others sent away? Even 

when he was transfigured on the mountain, 
these three were with him.43 Yes, these three 
were chosen: Peter, James and John. But why 
only three? First there is the mystery of the Trin-
ity embedded in this number, a number sacred 
in itself. Second, according to Moses, Jacob set 
three peeled branches in the watering troughs.44 
Finally, it is written:  “A three-ply cord is not eas-
ily broken.”45 Peter is chosen as one upon whom 
the church would be built.46 James is the first of 
the apostles to be crowned with martyrdom.47 
John is the beloved disciple48 whose love prefig-
ures the state of virginity. Homily 77.49

5:39 The Child Is Not Dead but Sleeping

The Awakening Voice of the Lord. Am-
brose: And what shall I say about the daughter 
of the ruler of the synagogue, at whose death 
the people were mourning and the flute players 
were playing their music?50 On the assumption 
that she was indeed dead, solemn funeral ser-
vices were already being performed. But her 
spirit returned immediately at the voice of the 
Lord. She arose with revived body and partook 
of food to furnish proof that she was alive.51 
On His Brother, Satyrus 2.82.52

23Cf. Gen 5:24; Heb 11:5.   24Cf. Gen 7:1—8:22; Heb 11:7. 25Cf. 
Gen 21:1-3; Heb 11:11-12.   26Cf. Gen 22:1-19; Heb 11:17, 34.
27Cf. Gen 37:28. 28Cf. Mk 12:42-44. 29Cf. Heb 11:27-29. 30Cf. 
1 Kings 18:38.   31Cf. Ex 14:21.   32Cf. Ex 17:6.   33Cf. Ex 16:15.
34Cf. Heb 11:35.   35Cf. Mt 8:26.   36Cf. Mt 9:2, 22; Mk 2:5. 37Cf. 
Heb 11:34.   38Cf. Heb 11:30.   39Cf. Heb 11:33.   40Cf. Heb 11:34.   
41Cf. Heb 11:26; Jas 4:6.   42NPNF 2 13:351-52**.   43Cf. Mt 17:1-3; 
Mk 9:2-4; Lk 9:28-30.   44Gen 30:38; to stimulate the animals to 
reproductive activity.   45Eccles 4:12.   46Cf. Mt 16:18.   47Cf. Acts 
12:2.   48The beloved disciple, whose love anticipates the tradition 
of sexual chastity in apostolic ministry. Cf. Jn 19:26; 20:2; 21:7, 20.   
49Cetedoc 0594, 3.31; FC 57:149*. Within this inner circle we find 
the prefiguring of the apostolate, of martyrdom and of purity of 
heart. 50Cf. Mt 9:23.   51Cf. Mk 5:38-43; Lk 8:52-55.   52Cetedoc 
0157, 2.82.294.1; FC 22:233*. Cf. Ambrose On Belief in the Resurrec-

tion 2, NPNF 2 10:187. She who was perceived as being irrevocably 
dead was given new life simply through the voice of the Lord. 
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Whether the Child was Dead. Augustine: 
He comes to the house, and finds the custom-
ary funeral rites already underway, and he says 
to them,  “Why do you make a tumult and 
weep? The child is not dead, but sleeping.”53 He 
spoke the truth. She was in a certain sense 
asleep—asleep, that is, in respect of him, by 
whom she could be awakened. So awakening 
her, he restored her alive to her parents. Ser-
mon on New Testament Lessons 48.54

The Long-Suffering of Parents. Peter 
Chrysologus: Let us, if it is pleasing to you, 
speak for a moment of the pains and anxieties 
which parents take upon themselves and 
endure in patience out of love and affection for 
their children. Here, surrounded by her family 
and by the sympathy and affection of her rela-
tions, a daughter lies upon her bed of suffering. 
She is fading in body. Her father’s mind and 
spirit are worn with grief. She is suffering the 
inward pangs of her sickness. He, unwashed, 
unkempt, is absorbed wholly in sorrow. He suf-
fers and endures before the eyes of the world. 
She is sinking into the quiet of death. . . . Alas! 
why are children indifferent to these things! 
Why are they not mindful of them? Why are 
they not eager to make a return to their parents 
for them? But the love of parents goes on never-
theless; and whatever parents bestow upon 
their children, God, the parent of us all, will 

duly repay. Sermon 33.2.55

5:43 Give Her Something to Eat

Avoiding Delusion. Jerome: For whenever 
he raised anyone from the dead56 he ordered 
that food should be given him to eat, lest the 
resurrection should be thought a delusion. And 
this is why Lazarus after his resurrection57 is 
described as being at the feast with our Lord. 
Against Jovinianus 2.17.58

Validating the Resurrection. The-
odoret of Cyr: For since eating is appropriate 
for those living this present life, the Lord nec-
essarily demonstrated this by means of eating 
and drinking, thus proving the resurrection of 
the flesh to those who did not think it real. 
This same course he pursued in the case of 
Lazarus and of Jairus’ daughter. For when he 
had raised up the latter he ordered that some-
thing should be given her to eat.59 Dialogue 2, 
The Unconfounded.60

53Mark 5:39. 54Cetedoc 0284, 98.38.593.16; NPNF 1 6:414**; cf. 
WSA 3 4:45, Sermon 98.4. Her assumed death and sleeping in rela-
tion to him is seen in the light of her awakening to him.   55Cetedoc 
0227+, 33.13; SSGF 4:322-23*.   56Cf. Mk 5:43; Lk 8:55.   57Cf. Jn 
12:2.   58Cetedoc 0610, 2.17.325.13; NPNF 2 6:401. 59Cf. Mk 
5:43.   60TLG 4089.002, 147.15-20; NPNF 2 3:198. Eating by 
those raised demonstrates their return to actual life, thus validating 
the reality of the resurrection.
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R E J E C T E D  A T  N A Z A R E T H

M A R K  6 : 1 - 6

Overview: Jesus blessed by his own labor the 
unpretentious vocation of carpentry (Ephrem 
the Syrian). As a youth he did not separate 
himself from his synagogue tradition (Ori-
gen). At Nazareth Jesus lived an active, com-
mon life, identifying with the poor, obedient 
within the economic order as an ordinary 
workman ( Justin Martyr). Yet as the eternal 
Son, he came down into our broken humanity 
as if we were already his own (Peter Chryso-
logus). As a magnet is drawn toward iron, so 
faith is drawn toward God’s healing power, 
which may surmount disbelief but works with 
greater power among those who believe (Ori-
gen). Human willing can temporarily thwart 
God’s gifts by its faithless resistance. This is 
the ironic pseudo-power of unbelief—the re-
fusal of God’s gifts  ( John Cassian). Mean-
while God’s gracious purpose is not finally 
obstructed by the resistance of any particular 
recipient. Determined not to coerce freedom, 
God respects even the freedom that resists his 
promptings (Gregory Nazianzen).

6:1 He Came to His Own Country

He Taught in Synagogue. Origen:  “His own 
country” refers to Nazareth . . . because of the 
saying,  “he shall be called a Nazarene.”1 . . . In 
his own country Jesus was not held in honor, 

but he was held in honor among those who 
were  “strangers from the covenants,”2 the Gen-
tiles. Only let it be noted that he taught in their 
synagogue, not separating from it, and not dis-
regarding it.3 Commentary on Matthew 10. 
16.4

How Can One Who Is Everywhere Be Said 
to  “Come to” Some Place? Peter Chryso-
logus: How can he be said to go out and to 
come in, whom no space can enclose? What 
country can be his, who made, and who pos-
sesses, the whole universe? In truth, Christ 
goes out and comes in not of himself, nor for 
himself, but in you, and on behalf of you, until 
he recovers you from your exile, and calls you 
home from your captivity.5 Sermons 49.6

6:3 The Carpenter, the Son of Mary

Common Labor. Justin Martyr: Jesus came 
as the son of a carpenter.7 He was not physi-
cally attractive, just as the prophets had pre-
dicted of him.8 He was merely a carpenter, 

1Mt 2:23. 2Eph 2:12.   3Cf. Mt 13:54.   4TLG 2042.029, 10.16.32-34, 
44-45, 49-50; ANF 9:424. He was less honored by those in the cove-
nant than by those outside. In seeking his own, his own received him 
not.   5Gen 3:8; Ps 24:1; Mt 9:13; 18:11; Lk 15:4.   6Cetedoc 0227+, 
49.8; GMI 119*. The eternal Son comes to our broken humanity as if 
our banishment from our native unfallen humanity were a breach to 
be overcome. 7Cf. Mt 13:55. 8Cf. Is 53:2.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+6%3A1-6&version=RSV
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making ploughs and yokes, and instructing us 
by such symbols of righteousness to avoid an 
inactive life. Dialogue with Trypho 7.9.9

Carpentry a Blessed Occupation. Ephrem 
the Syrian: The ordinary workmen will come 
to the son of Joseph singing:

“Blessed be your coming,10 O master of
workers everywhere.

The imprint of your labor is seen in the
ark,11

And in the fashioning of the tabernacle12

Of the congregation that was for a time
only!

Our whole craft praises you, who are our
eternal glory.

Make for us a yoke that is light, even easy,
for us to bear.13

Establish that measure in us in which there
can be no falseness.”

Hymns on the Nativity 6.14

6:5a He Could Do No Mighty Work There

What Does  “Could Not” Mean in God’s 
Case? Gregory Nazianzen: One meaning of  
“could not” is simply the limits of some human 
will. Take, for example, the point that Christ  
“could not” fulfill any signs in Nazareth was 
due to disbelief on their part.15 Something 
essential for healing is required on both 
sides—faith on the part of the patients, power 
on that of the healer. So one side without its 
counterpart  “could not,” so to speak, perform 
them. As this can be seen in medical care, it 
can also be seen in moral transformation. 
Similarly involving the limits of the will are 
the texts:  “ The world cannot not hate you” 
and  “How can you16 speak good, being evil?”17 
The metaphor of  “impossibility” here must 
mean free refusal by the will. The same idea 

applies to those passages which say that what 
is impossible for humanity is possible for 
God.18 Note also those passages that say that 
a person  “cannot” (in one sense) be born a sec-
ond time19 and a needle’s eye  “cannot” let a 
camel through.20 What would stop these 
events happening if God willed them 
directly?21 Besides all these there is, as in the 
case we are presently considering, a  “cannot” 
in the sense of that which is totally inconceiv-
able. We cannot conceive that God can be evil 
or fail to exist. It is inconceivable that reality 
cannot exist or two times two is fourteen. So 
here it cannot be the case that the Son would 
do anything which the Father would not do. 
Oration 30, On the Son 10-11.22

Impeding God’s Gifts. John Cassian: In 
some cases he so richly poured forth the 
mighty work of healing that the Evangelist was 
led to exclaim:  “He healed all their sick.”23 But 
among others the unfathomable depth of 
Christ’s goodness was so thwarted that it was 
said:  “And Jesus could do there no mighty 
works because of their unbelief.”24 So the 
bounty of God is actually curtailed temporarily 
according to the receptivity of our faith. So it is 
said to one:  “According to your faith may it be 
to you,”25 and to another:  “Go your way, and as 
you have believed so let it be to you,”26 and to 
another  “Let it be to you according as you 

9TLG 0645.003, 88.8.1-7; GMI 120*.   10Cf. Ps 118:26.   11Cf. Ex 
25:10-16.   12Cf. Ex 26.   13Cf. Mt 11:30.   14NPNF 2 13:239**. He 
blessed common labor by his own hands that ordinary workers 
everywhere might see how he participated in their humble work.   
15Mt 13:58; Mk 6:5.   16Brood of vipers.   17Mt 12:34. 18Cf. Mt 
19:26; Mk 10:27.   19Jn 3:4.   20Mt 19:24; Mk 10:25; Lk 18:25.   
21Setting aside human freedom.   22TLG 2022.010, 10.13-11.6; 
FGFR 268**; cf. LCC 3:183. The phrase  “he could not” implies not 
that the Savior lacked power but that the recipients of the divine 
gift lacked the faithfulness to receive divine power.   23Mt 8:16; Lk 
4:40.   24Mt 13:58; Mk 6:6.   25Mt 9:29.   26Mt 8:13.   
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will,”27 and again to another:  “Your faith has 
made you whole.”28  Third Conference of 
Abbot Chaermeon 15.29

6:5b Except That He Laid His Hands 
upon a Few Sick People and Healed Them

Distinguishing God’s Power and Our 
Faith. Origen: And perhaps, as in the case of 
metallic substances there exists in some a natu-
ral attraction toward some other thing, as in 
the magnet for iron, and in naphtha for fire, so 
there is an attraction in such faith toward the 
divine power according to what Jesus said:  “If 
you have faith as a grain of mustard seed, you 
shall say unto this mountain, ‘Move to another 
place,’ and it shall be moved.”30 Matthew and 
Mark wished to present the all-surpassing 
value of that divine power as a power that 
works even in those who do not believe. But 
they did not deny that grace works even more 
powerfully among those who have faith. So it 
seems to me that they accurately said not that 

the Lord did not do any mighty works because 
of their unbelief, but that he did not do many 
there.31 Mark does not flatly say that he could 
do no mighty work there at all, and stop at that 
point, but added,  “except that he laid his hands 
upon a few sick folk and healed them.”32 Thus 
the power in him overcame even their unbelief. 
Commentary on Matthew 10.19.33

6:5c And He Marveled Because of Their 
Unbelief

The  “Power” of Unbelief. John Cassian: 
If the faith of those who bring them or of the 
sick is lacking, it may prevent those who pos-
sess the gift of healing from exercising it. Sec-
ond Conference of Abbot Nesteros 15.1.34

C O M M I S S I O N I N G  T H E  T W E L V E

M A R K  6 : 7 - 1 3

27Cf. Mt 15:28. 28Mt 9:22; Mk 5:34; 10:52; Lk 8:48; 17:19.   
29Cetedoc 0512, 13.15.390.13; NPNF 2 11:432-33*. Our unreadi-
ness temporarily impedes God’s offering us his gifts.   30Mt 17:20.   
31Cf. Mk 6:5.   32Mk 6:5.   33ANF 9:426*; TLG 2042.029, 10.19.19-
34. Italics added. 34Cetedoc 0512, 15.1.426.22; NPNF 2 11:445*; 
LCC 12:258, Western Asceticism, 258. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+6%3A7-13&version=RSV
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Overview: Putting on two coats implies dou-
ble-mindedness, a burden of deception that a 
rigorous journey does not need (Augustine). 
The apostolic mission must not be weighted 
down with extravagant wishes or mundane 
yearnings (Prudentius). The grace to follow 
the command to take no money in apostolic 
ministry is received voluntarily, not as an op-
pressive regulation of law. It is given to those 
who are being readied eventually to receive the 
fullness of sanctifying grace ( Jerome). Only 
those rightly prepared are called to anoint the 
sick with oil (Cyprian).

6:8 Take Nothing Except a Staff: No 
Bread, No Bag, No Money

To Whom Addressed. Jerome: Are all com-
manded not to have two coats, nor food in their 
possession, money in their purse, only a staff in 
the hand and shoes on the feet?1 Are all com-
manded to sell all they possess and give it to the 
poor, and follow Jesus? Of course not. This 
command is for those who earnestly desire to 
respond fully to grace. . . . The Lord says in the 
Gospel to him who had boasted of having kept 
the whole law:  “If you will be perfect, go and 
sell all that you have, and give to the poor, and 
come, follow me.”2 He said this to those who 
wish to be wholly mature in faith, that he 
might not seem to be laying a heavy burden on 
unwilling shoulders. Against Jovinianus 2.3

Resources For Apostolic Mission. Pru-
dentius: 

To wish for nothing more than need
demands

Is rest supreme, with simple food and dress
To feed and clothe our bodies and to seek
No more than is prescribed by nature’s

wants.

When going on a journey, take no purse,4

Nor of a second tunic think, and be
Not anxious for the morrow,5 lest for food
The belly lack. Our daily bread returns
With every sun. Does any bird take thought
Of tomorrow, certain to be fed by God?6

The Spiritual Combat.7

6:9 Wear Sandals and Do Not Put On Two 
Tunics

On Not Wearing Two Coats. Augustine: 
What is forbidden is neither the carrying nor 
the possessing of two coats, but more distinctly 
the wearing of two coats at the same time. The 
words say:  “and not put on two coats.” What 
counsel is conveyed to them by this? They 
ought to walk not in duplicity, but in simplicity. 
Harmony of the Gospels 2.32.75.8

6:13 They Anointed with Oil Many That 
Were Sick

Those Rightly Prepared to Anoint. Cyp-
rian: One who is anointing should be bap-
tized, so that having received the chrism [the 
anointing], he may be anointed of God, and 
have in him the grace of Christ. Those to be 
baptized and anointed with the oil of chrisma-
tion, receive the oil sanctified on the altar of 
the eucharist. But one who has neither an altar 
nor a church cannot duly consecrate the crea-
ture of oil. Epistle 69, To Januarius 2.9

1Cf. Mt 10:9; Mk 6:8. 2Mt 19:21.   3Cetedoc 0610, 2.6.307.18; 
NPNF 2 6:393*.   4Mt 10:10; Mk 6:8-9; Lk 9:3; 22:35.   5Mt 6:34.   
6Mt 10:29.   7Cetedoc 1441, 609; FC 52:100.   8Cetedoc 0273, 
2.30.75.180.12; NPNF 1 6:139*. The picture of not putting on two 
coats has a hidden meaning in reference to duplicity.   9COG 2:201; 
ANF 5:376*. Not just anyone is fit to sanctify the oil, but only 
those duly called.
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T H E  D E A T H  O F  J O H N

M A R K  6 : 1 4 - 2 9  

Overview: John’s life of moral excellence gave 
plausibility to his rigorous admonitions (Chry-
sostom). He was imprisoned for challenging 
the degenerate moral behavior of the royal fam-
ily (Eusebius). No prison, however, could take 
away the freedom to walk the path that leads to 
God (Tertullian). Herod’s lesser sin, his oath, 
tripped him up in his greater sin, murder. In 
this way a single act of dissipation may com-
bine and express many accrued forms of vice 

(Ambrose, Augustine). As David was right to 
take back his oath, Herod was wrong to keep 
his (Ambrose, Bede). By our own words we 
may needlessly place ourselves under grievous 
moral necessity, so that Satan snares us 
through our own words freely spoken. Such 
tragic misjudgments continue to plague those 
who become captive to their own appetites 
(Chrysostom). A better disposition would 
have treated words as vessels of sanctification, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+6%3A14-29&version=RSV
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alert to potential imprudence (Ambrose). John 
was righteous in the eyes of the Lord first 
through his open truth-telling and then 
through his martyrdom, which resulted di-
rectly from his attesting the truth (Ambrose, 
Bede). All of us have a duty of admonition to 
our fellow human beings when circumstances 
require it, since they have a right to our good 
judgment (Chrysostom).

6:17a Herod Seized John and Bound Him 
in Prison

The Soul Is Not Bound. Tertullian: Set 
aside for a moment the term  “prison.” Just call 
it a temporary retirement. Even though the 
body is imprisoned, even though the flesh is 
confined, everything still remains open to the 
spirit. Walk back and forth, my spirit, not 
thinking of shady walks or long cloisters, but of 
the road that leads directly to God. As often as 
you shall walk in this way in the spirit, so often 
shall you find yourself not in prison.1 On 
Martyrdom 2.2

6:17b For the Sake of Herodias, His 
Brother Philip’s Wife, Because He Had 
Married Her

The Reason John Was Imprisoned. Euse-
bius: Not long after this, John the Baptist was 
beheaded by the younger Herod,3 as stated in 
the Gospels.4 Josephus also records the same 
fact, mentioning Herodias5 by name, and stat-
ing that, although she was the wife of his 
brother, Herod made her his own wife after 
divorcing his former lawful wife, the daughter 
of Aretas,6 king of Petra, and separating 
Herodias from her husband while he was still 
alive. It was on her account also that he killed 
John, and waged war with Aretas, because of 

the disgrace inflicted on the daughter of the lat-
ter. Josephus wrote that in this war, when they 
came to battle, Herod’s entire army was 
destroyed, and that he suffered this calamity on 
account of his crime against John. Ecclesias-
tical History 1.11.7

6:18 It Is Not Lawful

Who Shall Admonish the King? Chrysos-
tom: John saw a man that was a tyrant over-
throwing the divine commands on marriage. 
With boldness, he proclaimed in the midst of 
the forum,  “It is not lawful for you to have your 
brother Philip’s wife.”8 So we learn from him to 
admonish our fellow servant as an equal. Do 
not shrink from the duty of chastising a 
brother, even though one may be required to 
die for it. Now do not make this cold reply:  
“What does it matter to me? I have nothing in 
common with him.” With the devil alone we 
have nothing in common, but with all human-
ity we have many things in common. All par-
take of the same nature with us. They inhabit 
the same earth. They are nourished with the 
same food. They have the same Lord. They 
have received the same laws. They are invited 
to the same blessings with ourselves. Let us not 
say then that we have nothing in common with 
them. Concerning the Statues 1.32.9

6:20 Herod Feared John and Heard Him 
Gladly

Admonition Valued by Those Reproved. 

1Cf. Rom 8:1.   2Cetedoc 0001, 5.2.1; Ad Martyras GMI 129*;  ANF 
3:694*.   3Herod Antipas.   4Mt 14:1-12; Mk 6:17-29.   5Herodias 
was a daughter of Aristobulus and granddaughter of Herod the 
Great.   6The Aretas mentioned in 2 Cor 11:32.   7TLG 2018.002, 
1.11.1.1-3.3; NPNF 2 1:97*.   8Mk 6:18.   9TLG 2062.024, 
49.33.6-9, 16-18, 23-31; NPNF 19:343.
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Chrysostom: Mark says that Herod exceed-
ingly honored the man [ John], even when 
reproved.10 So great a thing is virtue. The 
Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 48.11

6:22 When Herodias’s Daughter Came In 
and Danced, She Pleased Herod and His 
Guests

The Interweaving of Vices. Ambrose: Note 
how varied sins are interwoven in this one 
vicious action! A banquet of death is set out 
with royal luxury, and when a larger gathering 
than usual has come together, the daughter of 
the queen, sent for from within the private apart-
ments, is brought forth to dance in the sight of 
all. What could she have learned from an adul-
teress but the loss of modesty? Is anything so 
conducive to lust as with unseemly movements 
to expose in nakedness those parts of the body 
which either nature has hidden or custom has 
veiled, to sport with looks, to turn the neck, to 
loosen the hair? Concerning Virgins 3.6.27.12

Calamities Accumulate. Augustine: A girl 
dances, a mother rages, there is rash swearing 
in the midst of the luxurious feast, and an impi-
ous fulfillment of what was sworn. Harmony 
of the Gospels 2.33.13

6:23 Herod Vowed to Her: Ask Whatever 
You Wish

The Trap. Chrysostom:  So the princess 
danced and, after the dance, committed 
another more serious sin. For she persuaded 
that senseless man to promise with an oath to 
give her whatever she might ask. Do you see 
how easily swearing makes one witless? Thus, 
whatever she asked, he swore to give. What, 
then, if she were to have asked for your head, 

Herod? What if she were to have asked for your 
whole kingdom? Yet he took no thought of these 
things. The devil had set his trap, making it 
strong, and from the moment the oath was 
complete, he both cast his snares and stretched 
his net on every side. The request was abomi-
nable, but she persuaded him, and he gave the 
order to bridle John’s holy tongue. But even 
now it continues to speak. For even today in 
every church, you can hear John still crying 
aloud through the Gospels and saying:  “It is 
not lawful for you to have the wife of your 
brother Philip.”14 He cut off the head, but he 
did not cut off the voice. He curbed the tongue, 
but he did not curb the accusation. Do you see 
what swearing leads to? It cuts off the heads of 
prophets. You saw the bait. Dread, then, the 
ruin it brings. Baptismal Instructions 
10.26-27.15

Slavery to Inordinate Affections. Chry-
sostom: So much did he value his kingdom, 
such a captive was he to his passion, that he 
would give it to her for her dancing. And why 
do you wonder that this happened then, when 
even now, after so much instruction in sound 
doctrine, many men give away their soul for the 
dancing of these effeminate young men with no 
oath needed? They have been made captives by 
their pleasure and are led around like sheep 
wherever the wolf may drag them. The Gos-
pel of St. Matthew, Homily 49.16

10Mk 6:20.   11NPNF 1 10:298*; TLG 2062.152, 58.489.8-10. 
12Cetedoc 0145, 3.6.26.9; NPNF 2 10:385*.   13Cetedoc 0284, 
307.38.1406.7; NPNF 1 6:140*. Cf. GC 1:402-3. A single 
debauched act may combine and express many accrued forms of 
vice: murder, lust, immodesty, exhibitionism, adultery, seduction 
and deception.   14Mt 14:4; Mk 6:18.   15TLG 2062.380, 164.21-
165.2; 165.11-19; ACW 31:158-59. The devil set the trap by means 
of a rash oath, but the beheading did not end the accusation.   
16TLG 2062.152, 58.490.46-54; ACW 31:311.
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The Impulsive Oath. Bede: We hear at the 
same time of three evil deeds done: the inauspi-
cious celebration of a birthday, the lewd danc-
ing of a girl, and the rash oath of a king. This is 
the judgment to which Herod fell victim, so 
that he found he either had to break his oath 
or, to avoid breaking his oath, to commit 
another shameful act. If it should perhaps hap-
pen that we swear carelessly to something 
which, if carried out, would have most unfortu-
nate consequences, we should be willing to 
change it in accord with wiser counsel. There is 
an urgent necessity 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.17 Herod swore 
that he would give the dancing girl whatever 
she asked of him, and, to avoid being accused of 
breaking his oath by those who were at his ban-
quet, he defiled the banquet with blood when 
he made the reward for the dancing the death 
of a prophet. Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.23.18

6:25 Give Me the Head of John

When a Lesser Sin Elicits a Greater. 
Bede:  His love for the woman prevailed. She 
forced him to lay his hands upon a man whom 
he knew to be holy and just. Since he was 
unwilling to restrain his lechery, he incurred 
the guilt of homicide. What was a lesser sin for 
him became the occasion of a greater sin. By 
God’s strict judgment it happened to him that, 
as a result of his craving for the adulteress 

whom he knew he ought to refuse, he caused 
the shedding of the blood of the prophet he 
knew was pleasing to God. . . . Already holy, 
John became more holy still when, through his 
office of spreading the good news, he reached 
the palm19 of martyrdom. Exposition on the 
Gospel of Mark 2.23.20

6:26a The King Was Exceedingly Sorry, 
but Because of His Oaths and His Guests

The Peril of Swearing. Chrysostom: It is 
indeed a haven of safety if we do not swear at all. 
So whatever storms burst upon us we are in no 
danger of sinking. Whether it be through anger 
or insult or passion, be what it may, the soul is 
stayed securely. Even though one might have 
vented some chance word that ought not to have 
been spoken, one is not laying oneself absolutely 
under necessity or law. . . . For it is indeed a 
snare of Satan, this swearing. Let us burst these 
cords. Let us bring ourselves into a condition in 
which it will be easy not to swear.21 The Acts 
of the Apostles, Homily 13.22

Should a Bad Oath Be Fulfilled? Am-
brose: A good disposition ought to be open 
and straightforward, so that one may utter 
words without deceit, and possess one’s soul 
with singleness of intent, and not delude 
another with false words, and not promise any-
thing dishonorable.23 If he has made such a 
promise, it is far better for him not to fulfill it, 
than to fulfill what is shameful. Sometimes 
people bind themselves by a solemn oath, and, 

17Cf. 1 Sam 25:2-39.   18Cetedoc 1367, 2.23.89; HOG 2:232-33.   
19Reward.   20Cetedoc 1367, 2.23.74; HOG 2:232*. The evil of the 
murder was disproportionate to the evil of his oath.   21Cf. Mt 5:34, 
36; Jas 5:12.   22TLG 2062.154, 60.112.17-24, 32-36; PG 60:112; 
NPNF 1 11:86-87.   23Cf. Num 30:2.



Mark 6:14-29

82

though they come to know that they ought not 
to have made the promise, fulfill it in consider-
ation of their oath. This is what Herod did. For 
he made a shameful promise of reward to a 
dancer—and then cruelly performed it. 

Duties of the Clergy 3.12.76-77.24

The Sorrow of the King. Ambrose: When 
it is said that  “the king was sorry,”25 that does 
not indicate genuine repentance on the part of 
the king, but rather a confession of his guilt. 
Thus, according to the design of divine gover-
nance, those who do evil condemn themselves 
by their own confession. But what was the 
motive, in this case:  “Because of his oath and 
his guests”! What could be more vile than a 
murder done to not displease one’s guests? 

Concerning Virgins 3.6.28.26

6:26b He Did Not Want to Break His 
Word with Her

The Dilemma of the Hasty Oath. Am-
brose: It was shameful in the first place for a 
kingdom to be promised for a dance. And it 
was cruel, in the second place, for a prophet to 
be sacrificed for the sake of an oath. Duties of 
the Clergy 3.12.77.27

6:27 He Beheaded Him in the Prison

The Passion Anticipated. Peter Chryso-
logus: For then did the old greedy dragon 
taste in the head of the servant what he so 
thirsted after—the passion of the master. Ser-
mons 174.28

6:28a They Brought His Head on a Platter

The Weakness of the Tyrant and the 

Power of the Beheaded. Chrysostom: 
Note well the weakness of the tyrant compared 
to the power of the one in prison. Herod was 
not strong enough to silence his own tongue. 
Having opened it, he opened up countless 
other mouths in its place and with its help. As 
for John, he immediately inspired fear in Herod 
after his murder—for fear was disturbing 
Herod’s conscience to such an extent that he 
believed John had been raised from the dead 
and was performing miracles!29 In our own day 
and through all future time, throughout all the 
world, John continues to refute Herod, both 
through himself and through others. For each 
person repeatedly reading this Gospel says:  “It 
is not lawful for you to have the wife of Philip 
your brother.”30 And even apart from reading 
the Gospel, in assemblies and meetings at 
home or in the market, in every place . . . even 
to the very ends of the earth,31 you will hear 
this voice and see that righteous man even now 
still crying out, resounding loudly, reproving 
the evil of the tyrant. He will never be silenced 
nor the reproof at all weakened by the passing 
of time. On the Providence of God 22.8-9.32

His Tongue Did Not Remain Silent. Am-
brose:  Look, most savage king, at the specta-
cle of your feast. Stretch out your right hand 
and see the streams of holy blood pouring 
down between your fingers. Nothing is lack-

24Cetedoc 0144, 2.3.12.76.117.5; NPNF 2 10:80**.   25Mk 6:25-28.   
26Cetedoc 0145, 3.6.28.7; NPNF 2 10:385-86*. The sorrow was an 
evidence of guilt, not repentance.   27Cetedoc 0144, 2.3.12.76.117.11;
NPNF 1 10:80**. 28Cetedoc 0227+, 174.44; GMI 138. Satan was 
greedily anticipating the death of Jesus.   29Cf. Mk 6:14-16.   30Mk 
6:18.   31Cf. Ps 48:10; Is 52:10; Mic 5:4; Acts 13:47; Rom 10:18.   
32TLG 2062.087, 22.7.5-9.5, 9.6-11; C. Hall, trans., 376-377,  “John 
Chrysostom’s On Providence: A Translation and Theological Inter-
pretation” (Ph.D. diss., Drew University, 1991). John’s voice proved 
stronger than Herod’s tyranny.
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ing in your cruelty. The hunger for such 
unheard-of cruelty could not be satisfied by 
banquets, or the thirst by goblets. So as you 
drink the blood pouring from the still flowing 
veins of the cut-off head, behold those eyes. 
Even in death, those eyes are the witnesses of 
your crime, turning away from the sight of the 
delicacies. The eyes are closing, not so much 
owing to death, as to horror of excess. That 
bloodless golden mouth, whose sentence you 
could not endure, is silent, and yet it is still 
dreaded. Meanwhile the tongue, which even 
after death is apt to observe its duty as when 
living, continues to condemn the incest with 
trembling motion. Concerning Virgins 
3.6.30.33

6:28b He Gave It to the Girl 

The Supposed  “Victory” of Herodias. 
Ambrose: His head is presented to Herodias. 
She rejoices, exults as though she had escaped 
from a crime, because she has slain her judge. 
What say you, holy women? Do you see what you 
ought to teach, and what also to unteach your 

daughters? Concerning Virgins 3.6.30-31.34

Death as a Crown. Chrysostom: In what 
way, then, was this just man harmed by this 
demise, this violent death, these chains, this 
imprisonment? Who are those he did not set 
back on their feet—provided they had a peni-
tent disposition—because of what he spoke, 
because of what he suffered, because of what he 
still proclaims in our own day—the same mes-
sage he preached while he was living. There-
fore, do not say:  “Why was John allowed to 
die?” For what occurred was not a death, but a 
crown, not an end, but the beginning of a 
greater life.35 Learn to think and live like a 
Christian. You will not only remain unharmed 
by these events, but will reap the greatest bene-
fits.36 On the Providence of God 22.10.37

33Cetedoc 0145, 3.6.30.1; NPNF 2 10:386**. Even in his appalling 
death the head of the Baptist continued to attest the truth.   
34Cetedoc 0145, 3.6.30.11; NPNF 2 10:386**. Her transient vic-
tory is followed by mounting disasters. Thus women are to teach 
daughters to receive truthful admonition and not to deceive and 
seduce.   35Cf. Rev 2:10. 36Cf. Mt 10:28.   37TLG 2062.087, 
22.10.1-9. 
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F E E D I N G  T H E  F I V E  T H O U S A N D

M A R K  6 : 3 0 - 4 4

Overview:  The bread of life is offered in a 
lonely place (Ambrose). The God-man who 
once hungered now feeds the multitude (Gre-
gory Nazianzen, Theodoret of Cyr). The 
faithful receive the bread of the gospel from the 
apostles, who first received it from the Lord 
(Bede, Prudentius). By blessing the loaves 
Jesus teaches us to bless our daily bread (Bede). 
Repentance (by fifties) and faith (by hundreds) 
are symbolically embodied in the companies of 
halves and wholes who, humbled on lowly 
grass, are thus prepared to receive the bread of 
God (Origen).

6:31 They Had No Leisure Even to Eat

Hard Work. Bede: The great happiness of 
those days can be seen from the hard work of 
those who taught and the enthusiasm of those 
who learned. If only in our time such a con-
course of faithful hearers would again press 
round the ministers of the word. Exposition 
on the Gospel of Mark 2.6.1

6:34 He Began to Teach Them Many 
Things

Breaking Open the Word. Bede: As he 
broke up the five loaves and two fishes, and dis-
tributed them to his disciples, he opened their 
minds to understand everything that had been 
written about him in the law of Moses and in 
the prophets and the psalms.2  Exposition on 
the Gospel of Mark 2.2.3

6:35a This Is a Lonely Place

Where Bread Is Offered. Pseudo-Jerome: 
The bread of life is most valued not by the idle, 
or those who live in crowded cities encompassed 
with the honors of the world. It is rather most 
cherished by those who seek Christ  “in a desert 
place.”4 Homily on the Song of Songs 5.5

1Cetedoc 1355, 2.6.844; JF B 100; CCL 120, 510-11.   2Lk 24:44-45.   
3Cetedoc 1367, 2.2.136; HOG 2:18. 4Cf. Mt 14:13; Mk 6:31-35; 
Lk 4:42; 9:10; Heb 13:13-14.   5Cetedoc 0194.5.79; GMI 144.   
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6:35b The Hour Is Now Late

The One Who Gives Time. Chrysostom:  
Even though the place is desolate, yet the one 
who feeds the world is present.6 And even 
though the hour is late, yet the one who is not 
subject to the hour is conversing with you. 
The Gospel of St. Matthew 58.7

6:37 You Give Them Something to Eat

The One Who Hungered Feeds. Gregory 
Nazianzen: As man he was put to the test, 
but as God he came through victorious8—yes, 
he bids us be of good cheer, because he has con-
quered the world.9 He hungered10—yet he fed 
thousands.11 He is indeed  “living, heavenly 
bread.”12 He thirsted13—yet he exclaimed:  
“Whoever thirsts, let him come to me and 
drink.”14 Indeed he promised that believers 
would become fountains.15 Oration 29, On 
the Son 20.16

The God-Man. Theodoret of Cyr: For if 
the incarnation was a fantasy, then our salva-
tion is a delusion. The Christ was at the same 
time visible man and invisible God. He ate as 
man, quite like ourselves. He possessed from 
his humanness the same passions we have.17 He 
fed the five thousand with five loaves as God.18 
As man he really died.19 As God he raised the 
dead on the fourth day.20 As human he slept in 
the boat.21 As God he walked upon the 
waters.22 Dialogues 2.23

6:38 Five Loaves and Two Fish

Feeding Upon the Word. Prudentius:
Five loaves and fishes two he orders placed24

As food before the people thronging round
Their master, by their hunger undeterred,

Who mindful not of food forgot their towns,
Their forts, their markets, hamlets, trading-

posts
And cities, glad to feed upon his words.
The festive gathering swarms upon the plain;
By hundreds they recline in friendly bands,
And round the countless boards they

range themselves
To dine on two small fish and scanty crusts
He multiplies—know now that he is God!

A Hymn on the Trinity.25

6:39 Sit Down by Companies upon the 
Green Grass

Humbling the Flesh. Origen: I believe that 
he ordered the people to sit down upon the 
grass because of what is said in Isaiah:  “all flesh 
is grass”;26 that is, to humble the flesh, to make 
subject the arrogance of the flesh; so that each 
one may become a partaker of the loaves to 
which Jesus gave his blessing. Commentary 
on Matthew 11.3.27

6:40 They Sat Down in Groups by 
Hundreds and by Fifties

The Division by Companies. Origen: Since 

6Jn 6:35, 51. 7TLG 2062.152, 58.497.50-53; cf. NPNF 1 10:304*. 
The one who made time does not regard the hour as late.   8Cf. Mt 
4:1-11; Mk 1:12-13; Lk 4:1-13.   9Jn 16:33.   10Mt 4:2; Lk 4:2.   11Mt 
14:20-21; 15:37-38; Mk 6:42-44; 8:6-9.   12Jn 6:51.   13Jn 19:28.   14Jn 
7:37.   15Jn 7:38.   16FGFR 258; TLG 2022.009, 20.2-7. The one 
who will thirst on the cross is he who is making of believers foun-
tains of grace.   17Cf. Heb 4:15.   18Cf. Mt 14:17-21; Mk 6:38-44; Lk 
9:14-17; Jn 6:10-13.   19Cf. Mt 27:50; Mk 15:37; Lk 23:46; Jn 19:30.   
20Jn 11:39-44.   21Cf. Mt 8:24; Mk 4:38; Lk 8:23.   22Cf. Mt 14:25; 
Mk 6:48; Jn 6:19.   23NPNF 2 3:211*; TLG 4089.002, 177.19-26; 
cf. Cyril of Jerusalem, NPNF 2 7:21. The humbled one, who like us 
ate, slept and died, is also found offering food to the hungry, walk-
ing on water and raising the dead.   24Mk 6:38-44.   25Cetedoc 1439, 
706; FC 52:28-29. Those who became most forgetful of food fed on 
his word.   26Is 40:6. 27TLG 2042.029, 11.3.28-32; SSGF 2:112.
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there are different classes of those who need 
the food which Jesus supplies, for all are not 
equally nourished by the same words, on this 
account I think that Mark has written,  “And he 
commanded them that they should all sit down 
by companies upon the green grass; and they 
sat down in ranks by hundreds and by fifties.”28 
. . . For it was necessary that those who were to 
find comfort in the food of Jesus should either 
be in the order of the hundred—the sacred 
number which is consecrated to God because 
of its completeness; or in the order of the 
fifty—the number which symbolizes the 
remission of sins in accordance with the mys-
tery of the Jubilee which took place every fifty 
years, and of the feast at Pentecost.29 Commen-
tary on Matthew 11.3.30

6:41a He Blessed and Broke the Loaves

Giving Thanks. Bede:  Nor must we over-
look the fact that as he was on the point of 
refreshing the multitude, he gave thanks. He 
gave thanks in order to teach us always to give 
thanks for the favors we have received from 
heaven, and in order to impress upon us how 
much he himself rejoices at our spiritual 
refreshment. Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.2.31

6:41b He Gave Them to the Disciples to 
Set Before the People

The Moment of Creation. Ephrem the 
Syrian: Take note therefore of how his [cre-
ative] activity is mixed in with everything. 
When our Lord took a little bread, he multi-
plied it in the twinkling of an eye. That which 
[people] effect and transform in ten months 
with toil, his ten fingers effected in an instant. 
For he placed his hands beneath the bread as 

though it were earth, and spoke over it as 
though thunder. The murmur of his lips sprin-
kled over it like rain, and the breath of his 
mouth [was there] in place of the sun. [Thus] 
did he complete in the flash of one tiny 
moment something which requires a whole 
lengthy hour. One tiny amount of bread was 
forgotten, and from the midst of its smallness, 
abundance came to birth so that it might be 
like the first blessing,  “Give birth and be fruit-
ful and multiply.”32 The loaves of bread, like 
barren women and women deprived [of chil-
dren], became fruitful at his blessing, and many 
were the morsels born from them. Commen-
tary on Tatian’s Diatessaron.33

The Bread of Life. Prudentius: 
Thou, our bread, our true refreshment,

never failing sweetness art;34

He can nevermore know hunger,
who is at thy banquet fed,35

Nourishing not our fleshly nature,
but imparting lasting life.36 . . .

Every sickness now surrenders,
every listlessness departs,37

Tongues long bound by chains of silence
are unloosed and speak aright,38

While the joyful paralytic
bears his pallet through the streets.39

Hymns 9.40

The Insignificant Made Significant. 
Bede: By the manifold grace of the Spirit he 

28Mk 6:39-40.   29Cf. Lev 25:10; Tob 2:1; Acts 2:1.   30ANF 9:433*; 
TLG 2042.029, 11.3.33-38, 40-46.   31Cetedoc 1367, 2.2.163; HOG 
2:19*. By blessing the loaves, he teaches us to bless our bread, and 
in doing so he demonstrates his own joy in our reception of sus-
taining spiritual food.   32Gen 1:28.   33JSSS 2:191.   34Jn 6:56.   35Jn 
6:35.   36Jn 6:51-52. 37Lk 6:18-19.   38Mk 7:35.   39Mt 9:6-7; Jn 5:9.   
40Cetedoc 1438, 9.61; FC 43:64-65. This food imparts eternal life, 
freedom and the healing of our afflictions.
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disclosed how matters that seemed insignifi-
cant and unworthy of attention might be fruit-
ful, and he handed these things over to be 
administered to all nations by the apostles and 
their successors. Hence it is appropriate that 
the other Evangelists relate how our Lord 
administered the loaves and fishes to his disci-
ples, and the disciples then administered them 
to the crowd.41 Although the mystery of human 
salvation received its start by being declared by 
our Lord, it was confirmed in us by those who 
heard it [from him]. He broke up the five 
loaves and two fishes, and distributed them to 
his disciples, as he opened their minds to 
understand everything that had been written 
about him in the law of Moses and in the 
prophets and the psalms.42 Exposition on 
the gospel of Mark 2.2.43

6:43 Twelve Baskets Full of Broken Pieces

The Feast of the Creator. Prudentius:
The banquet ended, plates still overflow,
And with the crumbs twelve baskets then

they fill.
The stuffed boy strives with undigested fare,
The waiter groans beneath his heavy load.
Who can a great feast spread from stores

so few?
Who but the maker of our frame and all
That nurtures it, who shaped the world

from nought?
Almighty God without the aid of seed
Fashioned the earth, not as the sculptor

works
To lift the block of bronze from metal fused.
All that now is was nought: that nothing-

ness
Was into being brought and bidden grow.
Small was the first creation, but it grew
Till it became the mighty universe.

Therefore, when I behold that meager fare
Thus multiplied within the hands of Christ,
Can I doubt that the elemental forms
First made by him from nothing, by degrees
Have grown to that perfection we now see?
Lest fragments should be trodden on and

lost,
When men had fed, or should become the

spoil
Of wolves or foxes or of petty mice,
Twelve men were charged to heap in baskets

full
The gifts of Christ to keep and spread afar.

A Hymn on the Trinity.44

6:44 Those Who Ate the Loaves Were Five 
Thousand Men

Five Thousand. Bede:  The number one 
thousand, beyond which no calculation of 
ours45 extends, ordinarily indicates the fullness 
of the things which are being treated. By the 
number five the well-known senses of our body 
are represented, namely, sight, hearing, taste, 
smell and touch. The spiritual meaning of the 
five thousand: Those who act boldly and take 
courage by living soberly, righteously, and 
piously, that they may deserve to be renewed by 
the sweetness of heavenly wisdom, are those 
implied by the five thousand whom our Lord 
satisfied by this mystical banquet. Exposi-
tion on the gospel of Mark 2.2.46

41Mt 14:19; Mk 6:41; Lk 9:16.   42Lk 24:44-45.   43Cetedoc 1367, 
2.2.124; HOG 2:18. We receive the bread of the gospel from the 
apostles, who received it from the Lord.   44Cetedoc 1439, 712; FC 
52:28-29**. The one we meet in the breaking of bread is the creator 
and redeemer of all. 45Of the ancient human imagination.   
46Cetedoc 1367, 2.2.155; HOG 2:19*. All five senses of our bodies 
are being thoroughly nourished and enlivened by the fullness of 
grace.
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W A L K I N G  O N  W A T E R

M A R K  6 : 4 5 - 5 6

Overview:  It was not through weakness that 
he made himself vulnerable to suffering (Am-
brose). The wood of the boat prefigured the 
wood of the cross. The way through the stormy 
sea was the way of the cross, by whose wood 
the faithful would be carried to salvation (Au-
gustine). The shipwrecked poet Prudentius 
portrayed himself as turning to the saving Lord 
amid the tumult of his own sin (Prudentius). 
Those compulsively protected from risk do not 
grow strong in faith (Origen). The thought of 
Jesus passing by evoked a crisis of despair that 
made the disciples all the more ready to cry out 
for help (Augustine).

6:45 Immediately He Made the Disciples 
Get into the Boat

Faith Learned Through Risk. Origen: 
The Savior thus compelled the disciples to 
enter into the boat of testing and to go before 
him to the other side, so to learn victoriously to 
pass through difficulties. But when they got in 
the middle of the sea, and of the waves in the 
temptation, and of the contrary winds which 
prevented them from going away to the other 
side, they were not able, struggling as they 
were, to overcome the waves and the contrary 
wind and reach the other side without Jesus. In 
this way the Word, taking compassion upon 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+6%3A45-56&version=RSV
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those who had done all that was in their power 
to reach the other side, came to them walking 
upon the sea, which for him had no waves or 
wind. Commentary on Matthew 11.5.1

6:48a For the Wind Was Against Them

Training by Exercise. Origen: But what is 
the spiritual nuance of the boat into which 
Jesus constrained the disciples to enter? Is it 
perhaps the conflict of temptations and diffi-
culties into which any one is constrained by the 
Word, and goes unwillingly? The Savior wishes 
to train by exercise the disciples in this boat 
which is distressed by the waves and the con-
trary wind. Commentary on Matthew 11.5.2

The Anchor’s Hook Unloosed. Pruden-
tius: 

Simon, surnamed Peter,3

Chief disciple of Christ the Lord,
On a day at the set of sun
When the evening sky grows red,
Unloosed his anchor’s hook,
And filled his sails with the swelling winds,
And made ready to cross the sea.
But night roused up a contrary gale4

That stirred up the deeper waves
And buffeted the floundering boat.
Shouts of fishermen struck the sky,
With shrieks and despairing groans
Amid the creak of swaying ropes.
Nor did any have hope of escape
From shipwreck and a watery death,
When the oarsmen all wan with fear
Saw Christ himself not far away
Treading surely upon the surge,
Just as though on the barren shore
He walked over the solid ground.

Against Symmachus 2.5

6:48b He Meant to Pass by Them

Why Pass by Them? Augustine:  When he 
walked upon the waters, he seems poised to 
pass by them. For in what way could they have 
understood this, were it not that he was really 
proceeding in a different direction from them, 
as if minded to pass those persons by like 
strangers, who were so far from recognizing 
him that they took him to be a ghost? Who, 
however, is so obtuse as not to perceive that 
this bears some spiritual significance? At the 
same time, too, he came to the help of the men 
in their agitation and outcry, and said to them,  
“Be of good cheer, it is I; be not afraid.”6 What 
is the explanation, therefore, of his wish to 
bypass those persons whom nevertheless he 
was prepared to encourage when they were in 
despair? His intent in passing by them was to 
serve the purpose of eliciting those outcries in 
response to which he would then come to bring 
relief. Harmony of the Gospels 2.47.7

6:50 Have No Fear

How Easily Can I Be Shipwrecked. Pru-
dentius: 

Thus I by my loquacious tongue
From the heaven of silence am led
Into perils unknown and dark.
Not as Peter, disciple true,
Confident in his virtue and faith,
I am as one whose unnumbered sins
Have shipwrecked on the rolling seas. . . .
How easily can I be shipwrecked,

1TLG 2042.029, 11.5.65-76; ANF 9:435**.   2ANF 9:434*; TLG 
2042.029, 11.5.43-48. They were in training to exercise faith.   3Cf. 
Mt 10:2; Acts 10:5.   4Cf. Mt 14:24-32; Mk 6:45-51; Jn 6:16-21.   
5Cetedoc 1442, 2.1; FC 52:139**. 6Mt 14:27; Mk 6:50; Jn 6:20.   
7Cetedoc 0273, 2.47.99.206.22; NPNF 1 6:150**.



Mark 6:45-56

90

One untaught in seafaring arts,
Unless you, almighty Christ,
Stretch forth your hand with help divine.8

Against Symmachus 2.9

6:51a Then He Got into the Boat with 
Them

The Way Beheld upon the Sea. Augustine: 
But why was he crucified? Because the wood of 
his lowliness was necessary for you. For you 
had swollen with pride and had been cast forth 
far from your homeland. The way has been 
washed out by the waves of this world, and 
there is no way to cross over to the homeland 
unless you are carried by the wood. Ungrateful 
man, do you ridicule him who has come to you 
that you may return? He himself became the 
way, and this through the sea. For this reason 
he walked on the sea:10 that he might show you 
that there is a way upon the sea. But you, who 
cannot in any way yourself walk on the sea, let 
yourselves be carried by the ship, be carried by 
the wood! Tractate on John 2.4.3.11

6:51b The Wind Ceased, and They Were 
Utterly Astounded

The One Who Commands Wind and Sea. 
Prudentius:

O mighty is the power of God,
The power that all things did create,
That calmed the waters of the sea
When Christ upon its surface walked,

So that in treading on the waves,
He moved dry-shod across the deep,
Nor ever did he wet his soles
As light he skimmed the surging flood.

Hymn 5.12

6:56 That They Might Touch Even the 
Fringe of His Garment

His Vulnerability to Suffering Not 
Through Weakness but Strength.  Am-
brose: The Lord of hosts was not signaling 
weakness as he gave sight to the blind, made 
the crooked to stand upright, raised the dead to 
life,13 anticipated the effects of medicine at our 
prayers, and cured those who sought after him. 
Those who merely touched the fringe of his 
robe were healed.14 Surely you did not think it 
was some divine weakness, you speculators, 
when you saw him wounded. Indeed there were 
wounds that pierced his body,15 but they did 
not demonstrate weakness but strength. For 
from these wounds flowed life to all, from the 
One who was the life of all. On the Chris-
tian Faith 4.5.54-55.16

8Cf. Mt 14:31.   9Cetedoc 1442, 2.44; FC 52:140-41**. Amid our 
human shipwreck, we may now turn to the saving Lord amid the 
tumult of the sea.   10Cf. Mt 14:22-33; Mk 6:45-51; Jn 6:16-21.   
11Cetedoc 0278, 2.4.29; FC 78:64*.   12Cetedoc 1443, 5.473; FC 
43:164. The Lord of all governs the forces of nature.   13Mt 
11:5. 14Mk 6:56.   15Cf. Mt 27:35; Mk 15:24; Lk 23:33; Jn 19:18, 
31-37.   16Cetedoc 0150, 4.5.40; NPNF 2 10:269. He made himself 
vulnerable to suffering as Lord, not through weakness.
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T H E  T R A D I T I O N  O F  T H E  E L D E R S

M A R K  7 : 1 - 2 3
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Overview:  God sees straight through our 
evasions to our deepest inward intention  
(Clement of Rome, Clement of Alexandria). 
We are made unclean by what comes out of our 
lips, not by what goes into our mouth (Origen, 
Bede). We are called to absorb censure pa-
tiently, for one’s character cannot be inwardly 
sullied by external reproaches from others but 
only by what comes from oneself. The cycle of 
interpersonal bitterness is broken by forbear-
ance (Tertullian). Sin that is deliberate is 
more culpable (Basil). Divine judgment pene-
trates human rationalizations that pretend to 
follow the tradition of the elders (Irenaeus, 
Chrysostom, Jerome, John of Damascus).

7:4 The Pharisees, Observing the 
Tradition of the Elders

Marks of Pharisaic Living. John of Dam-
ascus: Pharisee is a name meaning  “those who 
are set apart.” They followed a way of life which 
they regarded as most perfect. They esteemed 
their way as superior to others. They affirmed 
the resurrection of the dead, the existence of 
angels, and holiness of life.1 They followed a 
rigorous way of life, practicing asceticism and 
sexual abstinence for periods of time and fast-
ing twice a week.2 They ceremonially cleansed 
their pots and plates and cups,3 as did the 
scribes. They observed the paying of tithes,4 
the offering of first fruits, and the recitation of 
many prayers.5 On Heresies 15.6

7:6 Their Heart Is Far from Me

Verbal Religion. Clement of Rome: So let 
us devote ourselves to those at peace in their 
devotion to God, and not to those who seek 
peace through hypocrisy. For he says in one 
place:  “This people honors me with their lips, 

but their heart is far from me.”7 And again:  
“They blessed with their mouth, but they 
cursed in their heart.”8 And again he says:  
“They flattered him with their mouths; they 
lied to him with their tongues. Their heart was 
not steadfast toward him; they were not true to 
his covenant.”9 1 Clement 15.1-4.10

God Sees Through to Our Inward Condi-
tion. Clement of Alexandria: God consid-
ers our inward thoughts. Remember Lot’s wife. 
All she did was voluntarily to turn her head 
back toward worldly corruption. She was left a 
senseless mass, a pillar of salt.11 Stromateis 
2.14.12

7:8 You Leave the Commandment of God 
and Hold Fast to the Tradition of Men

Mixing Water with Wine. Irenaeus: The 
Pharisees claimed that the traditions of their 
elders safeguarded the law, but in fact it contra-
vened the law Moses had given. By saying: Your 
merchants mix water with the wine, Isaiah 
shows that the elders mixed their watery tradi-
tion with God’s strict commandment. They 
enjoined an adulterated law at cross-purposes 
with the divine law. The Lord made this clear 
when he asked them: Why do you transgress 
God’s commandment for the sake of your tradi-
tion? By their transgression they not only falsi-
fied God’s law, mixing water with the wine, but 
they also set against it their own law, called to 

1Cf. Acts 23:8.   2Lk 18:12.   3Mk 7:4.   4Cf. Mt 23:23; Lk 11:42.   
5Cf. Lk 5:33.   6TLG 2934.006, 15.1-12; FC 37:115**. This was a 
caricature, to some extent, as subsequent studies of the Pharisees 
have shown. See J. Neusner, From Politics to Piety: The Emergence of 

Pharisaic Judaism (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1973).   7Is 
29:13; Mk 7:6.   8Ps 62:4. 9Ps 78:36-37.   10TLG 1271.001, 15.1-4; 
FC 1:21**.   11Cf. Gen 19:26.   12ANF 2:361*; TLG 0555.004, 
2.14.61.4.1-5.
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this day the Pharisaic law. In this their rabbis 
suppress some of the commandments, add new 
ones, and give others their own interpretation, 
thus making the law serve their own purposes. 
Against Heresies 4.12.1-2.13

7:11 What You Would Have Gained from 
Me Is Corban

The Deception Embedded in this Legal-
ism. Jerome:  The Lord himself discussed that 
commandment of the law which says:  “Honor 
thy father and thy mother.”14 He made it clear 
that it is to be interpreted not as mere words, 
which, while offering an empty show of honor 
to parents, might still leave them poor and 
their necessities unrelieved. Instead the honor 
of parents should focus on the actual provision 
of the necessities of life. The Lord commanded 
that poor parents should be supported by their 
children who would reimburse them back 
when they are old for all those benefits which 
they themselves received in childhood. The 
scribes and Pharisees instead were teaching 
children to honor their parents by saying:  “It is 
corban, that is to say, a gift which I have prom-
ised to the altar and will present at the temple, 
where it will relieve you as much as if I were to 
give it to you directly to buy food.”15 So it fre-
quently happened that while father and mother 
were destitute, their children were offering sac-
rifices for the priests and scribes to consume. 
Letter 123, To Ageruchia.16

7:12 You No Longer Permit Him to Do 
Anything for His Father or Mother

Corrupted Religion. Basil: The condemna-
tion of those who have knowledge yet do not 
put their knowledge into practice is more 
severe. Even sin committed in ignorance is not 

without risk. The Morals 4.17

How Mammon Orchestrates the Poverty 
of Parents. Chrysostom: Christ says,  “Care 
for the poor”;18 Mammon says,  “Take away 
even those things the poor possess.” Christ 
says,  “Empty yourself of what you have”;19 
Mammon says,  “Take also what they possess.” 
Do you see the opposition, the strife between 
them? See how it is that one cannot obey both, 
but must reject one? . . . Christ says,  “None of 
you can become my disciple if you do not give 
up all your possessions”;20 Mammon says,  
“Take the bread from the hungry.” Christ says,  
“Cover the naked”;21 the other says,  “Strip the 
naked.” Christ says,  “You shall not turn away 
from your own family,22 and those of your own 
house”;23 Mammon says,  “You shall not show 
mercy to those of your own family. Though you 
see your mother or your father in want, despise 
them.”24 Homilies on Philippians 6.25

7:15 The Things Which Come Out of a 
Man Are What Defile Him

The Cycle of Bitterness Broken by For-
bearance. Tertullian:  Let us, then, his ser-
vants, follow our Lord and patiently submit to 
denunciations that we may be blessed! If, with 
slight forbearance, I hear some bitter or evil 
remark directed against me, I may return it, 

13AHR 2:177; JF B 112*; SC 100, 508-14.   14Cf. Ex 20:12; Deut 
5:16; Mt 15:4; 19:19; Mk 7:10; 10:19; Lk 18:20.   15Mk 7:11.   
16Cetedoc 0620, 123.56.5.78.7; NPNF 2 6:231-32*. In this way 
religious rules were twisted to allow some to steal from poor par-
ents through their children’s piety. So the legalistic rationalizers 
acquired through cunning what should have gone to poor 
parents. 17FC 9:85*; TLG 2040.051, 31.717.38-40.   18Cf. Mt 
19:21; Mk 10:21; Lk 14:13.   19Cf. Mt 16:24; Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23.   
20Lk 14:33.   21Cf. Mt 25:34-40; Is 58:7.   22Is 58:7.   231 Tim 5:8; Gal 
6:10.   24Mk 7:11.   25TLG 2062.160, 62.226.32-38, 49-57; cf. 
NPNF 1 13:211**.
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and then I shall inevitably become bitter 
myself. Either that, or I shall be tormented by 
unexpressed resentment. If I retaliate when 
cursed, how shall I be found to have followed 
the teaching of our Lord? For his saying has 
been handed down that one is defiled not by 
unclean dishes but by the words which proceed 
from his mouth.26 On Patience 8.27

7:19 Thus He Declared All Foods Clean

The Mouth and the Soul. Origen: When 
we read in Leviticus28 and Deuteronomy29 of 
the laws about food as clean and unclean (for 
the transgression of which we are censured by 
the legalists and by the Ebionites, who differ 
from them very little), we are not to think that 
the scope of the Scripture is found in any 
superficial understanding of them. For  “what-
ever goes into a person from the outside cannot 
defile him, since it enters not his heart but his 
stomach, and so passes on.”30 According to 
Mark, the Savior  “declared all food clean,”31 so 
we are not defiled when we eat those things 
declared to be unclean by those who still desire 

to be in bondage to the letter of the law. But we 
are then defiled when our lips, which ought to 
be bound with good judgment as we search for 
correct balance and weight, speak recklessly 
and discuss matters we ought not. Commen-
tary on Matthew 11.12.32

7:23 All These Evil Things Come from 
Within

Evil Willed. Bede: This is an answer to those 
who consider that evil thoughts are simply 
injected by the devil and that they do not 
spring from our own will. He can add strength 
to our bad thoughts and inflame them, but he 
cannot originate them. Exposition on the 
Gospel of Mark 2.7.20-21.33

26Mk 7:15.   27Cetedoc 0009, 8.15; FC 40:207*. Absorb censure 
patiently, for one’s character cannot be inwardly besmirched by 
external reproaches from others but only by what comes out of one-
self.   28Cf. Lev 11.   29Cf. Deut 14.   30Cf. Mt 15:11, 17.   31Mk 7:19.   
32TLG 2042.029, 11.12.4-17; ANF 9:440**. 33Cetedoc 1355, 
2.7.1331; CCL 120:522; GMI 163*. Evil spins out of willing, not by 
simple coercion by demonic powers.
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T H E  F A I T H  O F  T H E  

S Y R O P H O E N I C I A N  W O M A N

M A R K  7 : 2 4 - 3 0  

Overview: The Lord’s compassion was awak-
ened by the tenacity of the Syrophoenician 
woman’s supplications (Chrysostom). The 
plain sense of  “the borders of Tyre” differs from 
its spiritual sense, which is that sinning after 
baptismal confession returns one to the out-
skirts of belief (Origen). In this text the Lord 
promises to women the same respect and dig-
nity as men (Tertullian). We separate our-
selves from the people of God by pretentious 
attempts to differentiate those who are good 
from those who are evil (Augustine). God 
does not respond inflexibly to our every suppli-
cation (Ambrose). It pleased God that the 
Word be revealed in Jesus as displaying the or-
dinary limitations of human willing  ( John of 
Damascus). The bread of the Word is offered 
to those who are inwardly prepared by the 
Spirit to receive it, not to the impulsive or the 
unprepared (Clement of Alexandria).

7:24a He Withdrew to the Region of Tyre 

and Sidon

The Plain Sense of the Text. Origen:  He 
withdrew, perhaps because the Pharisees were 
offended when they heard that  “What comes 
out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and 
this is what defiles.”1 . . .  It is probable that he 
sought to avoid the Pharisees, who were of-
fended at his teaching, while he was waiting for 
the time of his impending suffering—a time 
suitably and duly appointed. Commentary on 
Matthew 11.16.2

A Spiritual Interpretation. Origen: The 
Gentiles, those who dwell on the borders, can 
be saved if they believe. . . . Think of it this 
way: Each of us when he sins is living on the 
borders of Tyre or Sidon or of Pharaoh and 
Egypt. They are on the borders of those who 
are outside the inheritance of God. Commen-
tary on Matthew 11.16.3

7:24b He Could Not Be Hid

Was Jesus Powerless to Keep His Iden-
tity as God-Man Concealed? John of 
Damascus: His divine will was all-powerful, 
yet it was said that he was unable to conceal 
himself when he willed to. Why? It was while 
willing within the limits of his humanity that 
he was [voluntarily] subject to the limitations 
of the flesh. As a human he possessed the com-
mon human ability to will. . . . The sanctifica-
tion of his will did not occur by circumventing 
his natural volition but by uniting his will with 
the divine and almighty will, as the will of God 
incarnate. Hence when he wished to be hid, he 
could not do so of himself,4 because it pleased 
God that the Word be revealed in himself as 
having the limitations of human willing. The 
Orthodox Faith 3.17.5

1Mt 15:18.   2TLG 2042.029, 11.16.6-8, 13-16; ANF 9:444*. He 
withdrew temporarily to Tyre to avoid offending the Pharisees.   
3TLG 2042.029, 11.16.30-31, 43-46; ANF 9:445*. To sin after con-
fession of faith is to return to the outskirts of belief.   4Mk 7:24.   
5TLG 2934.004, 58.101-103; 61.24-30; FC 37:300, 317**.  Jesus’ 
human will is portrayed as freely uniting with the divine will without 
changing or replacing its reality as limited human willing (fleshly, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+7%3A24-30&version=RSV
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7:26a The Woman Was a Greek

The Same Moral Dignity in Both Gen-
ders. Tertullian: For you, as women, have 
the very same angelic nature promised6 as your 
reward, the very same sexual respect as men. 
You have the same dignity in making moral 
judgments. This the Lord promises to women. 
On the Apparel of Women 1.2.7

7:26b She Begged Him

Eliciting the Lord’s Compassion. Chry-
sostom: Have you not heard of the Syrophoe-
nician woman? By the constancy of her 
entreaty, she elicited the Lord’s compassion. 
Homily 24, On Ephesians.8

7:27a Let the Children Be Fed First

The Equity of Divine Responsiveness. 
Ambrose:  If God invariably listened to every 
supplicant equally, he might appear to us to act 
from some necessity rather than from his own 
free will. On the Mysteries 1.3.9

7:27b Not Right to Take the Children’s 
Bread and Throw It to the Dogs

Diluting the Pure Stream of Divinity. 
Clement of Alexandria:  Those who possess 
the Holy Spirit search out  “the deep places of 
God”10—in other words, they attain the hid-
den secrets that surround prophecy. But it is 
forbidden to share holy things with dogs, as 
long as they remain wild. It is never appropri-
ate to dilute the pure stream of divinity, the liv-
ing water,11 for interests that are full of malice, 
disturbed persons, still without faith, who are 
unrestrained in barking at the hunt. Stro-
mateis  2.2.12

7:28 Even the Dogs Under the Table Eat 
the Children’s Crumbs

Dangers of Disciplinary Excess. August-
ine: Some people, intent on severe disciplin-
ary precepts, admonish us to rebuke the 
restless and not to give what is holy to dogs,13 
to consider a despiser of the church as a hea-
then,14 to cut off from the unified structure 
of the body the member who causes scandal.15 
These may so disturb the peace of the 
church that they try prematurely to separate 
out the wheat from the chaff 16 before the 
proper time, and blinded by this pretext, 
they themselves then become separated from 
the unity of Christ. Faith and Works 
4.6.17

7:29 The Demon Has Left Your Daughter

The Mother’s Persistence. Ephrem the 
Syrian: She was crying out [as] she was fol-
lowing after him,  “Have mercy on me.” But he 
did not reply to her.18 The silence of our Lord 
elicited an even deeper cry by the Canaanite 
woman. He who was spurned by Israel 
spurned her by his silence, but she did not 
give up. Though neglected, she did not hold 
back. On the contrary, she again humbled her-
self and again magnified Israel, by [her 
words],  “Even the dogs eat from their mas-

limited, circumscribed willing), and in this sense his humanity  
“could not be concealed.” Hence Jesus was unwilling to conceal his 
human willing, his subjection to the limitations of the flesh.   6Mt 
22:30; Mk 12:25; Lk 20:35-36; Gal 3:28.   7Cetedoc 0011, 1.2.43; 
ANF 4:15. This Gentile woman had the same dignity accorded by 
God to men.   8NPNF 1 13:169; TLG 2062.159, 62.172.24-26. So it 
is with our petitions.   9Cetedoc 0157, 1.65.242.7; FC 44:6**; cf. GMI 

168. 101 Cor 2:9-10.   11Cf. Jn 4:10.   12FC 85:161*; TLG 0555.004, 
2.2.7.3.4-8.1.15.   13cf. Mt 7:6; 15:26.   14Mt 18:17.   15Mt 5:30; 18:8-9; 
Mk 9:42-48.   16Mt 13:29-30.   17Cetedoc 0294, 4.6.41.9; FC 
27:227**.   18Mt 15:22-23.   
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ters’ [crumbs],”19 as though the Jews were 
masters of the Gentiles. His disciples there-
fore drew near and begged him to send her 
away.20 . . . She was not ashamed, to her own 
benefit, of the name of dogs. Therefore [he 

said],  “Great is your faith, O woman.”21 Com-
mentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron.22

H E A L I N G  O F  T H E  D E A F  M U T E

M A R K  7 : 3 1 - 3 7

Overview: In his ministry of loosing tongues 
and opening ears, the Lord was pointing to 
the time when all nations would hear and 
speak of God’s own coming in person (Lac-
tantius, Prudentius, Gregory the Great). In 
preaching the Word today, the minister is 
symbolically touching human ears that they 
may be opened to the living Word by the mys-
tery of grace (Ambrose). The power that may 
not be handled came down and clothed itself 
in flesh that could be touched, that all human-
ity might behold his divinity, which tran-
scends the touch of flesh (Ephrem the 
Syrian).

7:33 He Put His Fingers into His Ears,
and He Spat and Touched His Tongue

The Touch of the Lord. Ephrem the Syr-
ian: That power which may not be handled 
came down and clothed itself  in members 
that may be touched, that the desperate may 
draw near to him, that in touching his 
humanity they may discern his divinity. For 
that speechless man the Lord healed with the 
fingers of his body. He put his fingers into 
the man’s ears and touched his tongue. At 
that moment with fingers that may be 
touched, he touched the Godhead that may 
not be touched. Immediately this loosed the 

19Mt 15:27.   20Cf. Mt 15:23. 21Mt 15:28.   22JSSS 2:196-97*. 
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string of his tongue,1 and opened the clogged 
doors of his ears. For the very architect of the 
body itself  and artificer of all flesh had come 
personally to him, and with his gentle voice 
tenderly opened up his obstructed ears. Then 
his mouth which had been so closed up that 
it could not give birth to a word, gave birth to 
praise him who made its barrenness fruitful. 
The One who immediately had given to 
Adam speech without teaching, gave speech 
to him so that he could speak easily a lan-
guage that is learned only with difficulty.2 
Homily on Our Lord 10.3

The Finger of God. Gregory the Great: 
The Spirit is called the finger of God. When 
the Lord put his fingers into the ears of the deaf 
mute, he was opening the soul of man to faith 
through the gifts of the Holy Spirit. Homilies 
on Ezekiel, Homily 10.4

7:34 Be Opened

The Mystery of Opening. Ambrose: Every 
sabbath we witness the  “opening up” of a mys-
tery. It is in outline form the type of that litur-
gical opening when the minister once touched 
your ears and nostrils.5 What does this mean? 
Remember in the Gospel, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, when the deaf and dumb man was pre-
sented to him, touched his ears and his mouth: 
the ears, because he was deaf; the mouth, 
because he was dumb. And he said:  “Eph-
phatha,” a Hebrew word, which in Latin means 
adaperire [be opened]. In this way the minister 
is now touching your ears, that your ears may 
be opened to this sermon and exhortation. On 
the Mysteries 1.4.6

Petition for an Open Way.  Ambrose: So 
open your ears and enjoy the good odor of eter-

nal life which has been breathed upon you by 
the grace of the sacraments. This we pointed 
out to you as we celebrated the mystery of the 
opening and said:  “Ephphatha,” that is,  “Be 
opened,” so that everyone about to come to the 
table of grace might know what he was asked 
and remember the way he once responded. 
Christ celebrated this mystery in the Gospel, as 
we read, when he healed the one who was deaf 
and dumb. On the Mysteries 1.3-4.7

7:35 His Ears Were Opened, His Tongue 
Released

The Hearing of the Gentiles. Lactan-
tius: He thereby declared that it would shortly 
come to pass, that those8 who were destitute of 
the revealed truth would both hear and under-
stand the majestic words of God. Accordingly 
you may truly call those deaf who do not hear 
the heavenly things which are true, and worthy 
of being performed. He loosed the tongues of 
the dumb. They spoke plainly—a power worthy 
of admiration9 even in its ordinary operation. 
But there was also contained in this display of 
power another meaning. It would shortly come 
to pass that those who were previously ignorant 
of heavenly things, having received the instruc-
tion of wisdom, might soon speak God’s own 
truth. Divine Institutes 4.26.10

1Mk 7:32-37.   2Cf. Gen 1:27-28; 2:20.   3CSCO 270-271:8-9; 
NPNF 2 13:309**. With Jesus’ human fingers that touch, the deaf 
mute was simultaneously being touched by the Godhead who 
transcends touch.   4Cetedoc 1710, 1.10.341; SSGF 4:20**. 5At 
baptism and chrismation.   6Cetedoc 0155, 1.2.15.9; FC 44:269**; 
cf. NPNF 2 10:317. Listening to the gospel preached in the sab-
bath service is a recapitulation of the liturgical opening that occurs 
when the minister touches ears and nostrils in baptismal chrisma-
tion. This sort of opening of the ears occurs upon meeting the liv-
ing Word.   7Cetedoc 0155, 1.3.90.12; FC 44:6**.   8Gentiles.   9Mt 
9:33; Mk 7:37.   10Cetedoc 0085, 4.26.6, 3.78.8; ANF 7:127**.
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7:36 He Even Makes the Deaf Hear and 
the Dumb Speak

Tongues Unloosed. Prudentius: 
Deafened ears, of sound unconscious,

every passage blocked and closed,
At the word of Christ responding,

all the portals open wide,
Hear with joy friendly voices and

the softly whispered speech.11

Every sickness now surrenders,
every listlessness departs,12

Tongues long bound by chains of silence 
are unloosed and speak aright,13

While the joyful paralytic
bears his pallet through the streets.14

Hymns 9.15

T H E  F E E D I N G  O F  T H E  F O U R  T H O U S A N D

M A R K  8 : 1 - 1 0

Overview:  The incarnate Lord who himself 
was hungry in the desert is now seen feeding 
humanity with the bread of life (Augustine). 
The great variety of gifts of the Spirit to the 
church is indicated anticipatively in this mira-

cle of the feeding of the four thousand. Those 
who partake and eat more zestily of the written 
Word have less spiritual hunger remaining 
( Jerome). The whole church, and not four 
thousand only, is now being fed by the one who 

11Mk 7:34-35.   12Lk 6:18-19.   13Mk 7:35.   14Mt 9:6-7; Jn 5:9.   
15Cetedoc 1438, 9.64; FC 43:64-65**.
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breaks bread (Augustine, Ephrem the Syr-
ian).

8:6 He Took the Seven Loaves, and Having 
Given Thanks He Broke Them

Breaking the Bread. Augustine: In 
expounding holy Scriptures, I am, so to speak, 
now breaking bread for you. If you hunger to 
receive it, your heart will sing out with the full-
ness of praise.1 And if you are thus made rich in 
your banquet, why would you then be nig-
gardly in good works and deeds of mercy? 
What I am distributing to you is not my own. 
What you feast upon, I also feast upon. Ser-
mons on New Testament Lessons 45.1.2

8:8a Ate and Were Satisfied

Natural Appetites Filled. Ephrem the 
Syrian: 

Grant, Lord, that I and those dear to me
May together there
Find the very last remnants of your gift!

Hymns on Paradise 9.27, 29.3

8:8b Seven Baskets Full

No Fragments Lost. Augustine: Are you 
hungry? You too have been given these baskets. 
For those fragments were not lost. For you, too, 
belong to the whole church, and they are surely 
for your benefit. Sermons on New Testa-
ment Lessons 45.2.4

8:9 About Four Thousand Were Present

Whether Four or Five Thousand. Jerome:  

From the lesser number of men [four thou-
sand5], less remains; from the greater number 
[five thousand6], more is left over.7 Four thou-
sand men—fewer certainly in number, but 
greater in faith. The one who is greater in faith 
eats more, and because he does, there is less left 
over! I wish that we, too, might eat more of the 
hardy bread of holy writ, so that there would 
be less left over for us to learn. Tractate on 
the Gospel of Mark, Homily 78.8

8:10 The District of Dalmanutha

Whether Mark’s Dalmanutha Is the 
Same Location as Matthew’s Magedan. 
Augustine: After his account of the miracle 
of the seven loaves, Mark subjoins the same 
transition as is given us in Matthew, only 
with this difference: Matthew’s expression 
for the locality is not Dalmanutha, as is read 
in certain codices, but Magedan.9 There is no 
reason, however, for questioning the fact that 
it is the same place that is intended under 
both names. For most codices,10 even of 
Mark’s Gospel, give no other reading than 
that of Magedan. Harmony of the Gospels 
2.51.11

1Ps 138:1. 2Cetedoc 0284, 95.38.581.15; NPNF 1 6:406**; cf. 
WSA 3 4:24, Sermon 95.1. 3CSCO 174-175:42; HOP 146*.   
4Cetedoc 0284, 95.38.581.39; NPNF 1 6:406*; cf. WSA ibid. 5Cf. 
Mk 8:9. 6Cf. Mk 6:44. 7This spiritual-numerological interpretation 
was suggested to Jerome as he puzzled over the difference between 
four and five thousand reported in the varied accounts. 8Cetedoc 
0594, 4.43; FC 57:153*. As less is left over by the greater level of 
consumption, so those who eat more heartily of the Word have less 
remaining over which yet to puzzle. 9Cf. Mt 15:39. 10It appears that 
Augustine had access to several distinguishable texts of Mark. 
11Cetedoc 0273, 2.51.106.215.5; NPNF 1 6:153*.
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T H E  L E A V E N  O F  T H E  P H A R I S E E S

M A R K  8 : 1 1 - 2 1

Overview: The Lord wished to avoid any im-
pression that his purpose might be to usurp 
civil authority. Here leaven signifies a small or 
hidden thing that may have a vast effect later, 
as in the touch of zyme put in dough to make it 
slowly rise. In this way Jesus warned against 
mendacity among religious leaders. He advo-
cated open correction rather than taciturn in-
dulgence. Friends who trust each other do not 
require special signs of friendship (Chrysos-
tom).

8:12 Why Does This Generation Seek a 
Sign?

The Need for a Sign. Chrysostom: But for 
what sign from heaven were they asking? 
Maybe that he should hold back the sun, or 

curb the moon, or bring down thunderbolts, or 
change the direction of the wind, or something 
like that? . . . In Pharaoh’s time there was an 
enemy from whom deliverance was needed.1 
But for one who comes among friends, there 
should be no need of such signs. Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 53.3.2

8:13 He Left Them, and Getting into the 
Boat Again He Departed

His Speedy Exit. Chrysostom: No sign 
more impressed the crowds than the miracles 
of the loaves. Not only did they want to follow 

1Cf. Ex 3—15.   2TLG 2062.152, 58.528.28-30, 57-59; NPNF 1 
10:328-29*. The hallmark of Jesus’ communication was openness, 
without special deceptions, as friends talk with friends, where no 
subversions are required.
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him, but also seemed ready to make him a 
king.3 In order to avoid all suspicion of usurp-
ing civil authority, he made a speedy exit after 
this wonderful work. He did not even leave on 
foot, lest they chase after him, but took off by 
boat. Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 53.2.4

8:15 Beware of the Leaven of the Pharisees 
and the Leaven of Herod

His Warning. Chrysostom: It was not to 
learn faith that they [the Pharisees] sought 
him, but to seize him. Gospel of St. Mat-
thew, Homily 53.3.5

8:21 Do You Not Yet Understand?

His Trenchant Reproof. Chrysostom:  

Can you hear the intense displeasure in his 
voice? For nowhere else does he appear to have 
rebuked them so strongly. Why now? In order 
to cast out their prejudices about clean foods.6 
. . . For not everywhere is permissiveness a 
good thing. As he earlier had allowed them to 
speak freely, now he reproves them. . . . He 
even reminds them of the specific numbers of 
loaves and of persons fed, both to bring them to 
recall the past, and to make them more atten-
tive to the future. Gospel of St. Matthew, 
Homily 53.4.7

T H E  B L I N D  M A N  O F  B E T H S A I D A

M A R K  8 : 2 2 - 2 6

Overview:  The spittle and mud in the miracle 
of the blind man are a prototype pointing to the 
washing away of our sins in baptism (Am-
brose). The blind man was being freed to recog-
nize the otherwise hidden, corrupt condition of 
his soul. We are urged to pay special attention 

to the spiritual sense at those points where the 
literal sense alone may be misleading ( Jerome). 
Thus from Bethsaida, the  “house of fishers,” 
fishermen would be sent into the whole world 
to tell of his coming. When the new law of the 
Spirit is given, there is no reason to cling blindly 

3Cf. Jn 6:15.   4TLG 2062.152, 58.527.60-66; NPNF 1 10:328*. 
Jesus left the crowd abruptly to avoid any suspicion that he might 
be willing to usurp civil authority.   5TLG 2062.152, 58.528.18-19; 
NPNF 1 10:328. 6Cf. Mk 7:19.   7TLG 2062.152, 58.529.35-38, 
40-42, 48-51; NPNF 1 10:329-33*.
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to the old law of the letter ( Jerome).

8:22a They Came to Bethsaida

The Meaning of Bethsaida. Jerome:  They 
came, then, to Bethsaida, into the village of 
Andrew and Peter, James and John. Bethsaida 
means  “house of fishers,” and, in truth, from this 
house, hunters and fishermen are sent into the 
whole world. Ponder the text. The historical 
facts are clear, the literal sense is obvious. But we 
must now search into its spiritual message. That 
he came to Bethsaida, that there was a blind 
man there, that he departed, what is there 
remarkable about all that? Nothing, but what he 
did there is great; striking, however, only if it 
should take place today, for we have ceased to 
wonder about such things. Homily 79.1

8:22b They Brought to Him a Blind Man

The Blindness of Israel. Jerome: Watch 
this very carefully. Note exactly what is said. In 
the home village of the apostles, there is a blind 
man. In the very place where the apostles were 
born there is blindness. Do you grasp what I 
am saying? This blind man in the very home of 
the apostles is like the lost covenant people of 
Israel. Homily 79.2

8:23 When He Had Spit on His Eyes

A Baptismal Analogy. Ambrose:  So too he 
placed mud upon you, that is, modesty, pru-
dence, and consideration of your frailty. . . . 
You went, you washed, you came to the altar, 
you began to see what you had not seen before.3 
This means: Through the font of the Lord and 
the preaching of the Lord’s passion, your eyes 
were then opened. You who seemed before to 
have been blind in heart began to see the light 

of the sacraments. The Sacraments 3.15.4

8:25 He Laid His Hands upon His Eyes

The Film of Sin. Jerome: Christ laid his 
hands upon his eyes that he might see all things 
clearly, so through visible things he might 
understand things invisible, which the eye has 
not seen, that after the film of sin is removed, 
he might clearly behold the state of his soul 
with the eye of a clean heart.5 Tractate on 
the Gospel of Mark, Homily 5.6

8:26 He Sent Him Away to His Home

The Plain Sense Begs for Further Spiri-
tual Interpretation. Jerome:  How, then, is 
his house not in Bethsaida? Note the text exactly. 
If we consider the literal interpretation only, it 
does not make any sense. If this blind man is 
found in Bethsaida and is taken out and cured, 
and he is commanded:  “Return to your own 
house,” certainly, he is bid:  “Return to Beth-
saida.” If, however, he returns there, what is the 
meaning of the command:  “Do not go into the 
village?” You see, therefore, that the interpreta-
tion is symbolic. He is led out from the house of 
the Jews, from the village, from the law, from the 
traditions of the Jews. He who could not be 
cured in the law is cured in the grace of the gos-
pel. It is said to him,  “Return to your own house”
—not into the house that you think, the one 
from which he came out, but into the house that 
was also the house of Abraham, since Abraham is 
the father of those who believe.7 Homily 79.8

1Cetedoc 0594, 5.7; FC 57:154**. 2Cetedoc 0594, 5.16; FC 
57:154-55**.   3The healing of the blind man recalls the opening of 
the ears in baptismal chrismation.   4Cetedoc 0154, 3.2.14.45.52; 
FC 44:295*.   5Cf. Is 6:5; 1 Cor 2:9.   6Cetedoc 0594, 5.97; CCL 
78:476; GC 1:414*. 7Cf. Ex 4:5; Rom 4:3; Gal 3:6; Jas 2:23.   
8Cetedoc 0594, 5.116; FC 57:158*.
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T H E  C O N F E S S I O N  A T  

C A E S A R E A  P H I L I P P I

M A R K  8 : 2 7 - 3 0

Overview: The venerable Bede grasped the 
subtle irony embedded in this passage: Jesus’ 
human identity was being declared in a divine 
voice while his divine identity was being de-
clared in a human voice. We become Christians 
when we are anointed by the same Spirit by 
whom even the Christ himself was anointed. 
To be identified as the Christ is to be recogniz-
able as the God-man anointed to save human-
ity (Bede).

8:27 Who Do People Say That I Am?

His Humanity and Divinity Foreshad-
owed. Bede:  We note that the Lord called 
himself  “Son of man,”1 while Nathanael pro-
claimed him  “Son of God.”2 Similarly is the 
account in the Gospels where Jesus himself 
asks the disciples who people say the Son of 
man is, and Peter answers,  “You are the 
Christ, Son of the living God.”3 This was done 
under the guidance of the economy of righ-
teousness. It shows that the two natures of 
the one mediator are affirmed: his divinity 
and his humanity, and attested both by our 
Lord himself and by human mouths. By this 
means the God-man declared the weakness of 
the humanity assumed by him. Those purely 

human would themselves declare the power of 
eternal divinity in him. Homilies on the 
Gospels 1.17.4

8:29 You Are the Christ

Why Believers Are Called Christians. 
Bede: “Messiah” in the Hebrew language 
means  “Christ” in Greek; in Latin it is inter-
preted as  “the Anointed One.” Hence  
“chrisma” in Greek means  “anointing” in 
Latin. The Lord is named Christ, that is, the 
Anointed One, because, as Peter says,  “God 
has anointed him with the Holy Spirit and 
with power.”5 Hence the Psalmist also speaks 
in his praise,  “God, your God, has anointed 
you with the oil of gladness above your com-
panions.”6 He calls us his companions since 
we have also been fully anointed with visible 
chrism for the reception of the grace of the 
Holy Spirit in baptism, and we are called  
“Christians” from Christ’s name.7 Exposi-
tion on the Gospel of Mark 1.16.8

1Cf. Mt 8:20; 9:6; 16:13; Mk 8:31; 14:62; Lk 18:31; 22:48; Jn 5:27.   
2Cf. Jn 1:49.   3Cf. Mt 16:16.   4Cetedoc 1367, 1.17.255; HOG 
1:175**.   5Acts 10:38.   6Ps 45:7.   7Cf. Acts 11:26.   8Cetedoc 1367, 
1.16.111; HOG 1:174*.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+8%3A27-30&version=RSV
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T H E  F I R S T  P R E D I C T I O N  O F  T H E  P A S S I O N

A N D  C O N D I T I O N S  O F  D I S C I P L E S H I P

M A R K  8 : 3 1 - 3 8

Overview:  A false relationship with this world 
cannot be the basis for a true relationship with 
eternity (Augustine). To love God and the 
world equally is to love neither God nor the 
world (Pseudo-Clement). We provoke God’s 
displeasure when we love God’s gifts more than 
God himself (Caesarius of Arles). As no one 
can be a Christian and remain ashamed of 
Christ (Cyprian), so can no one both avoid suf-
fering and confess Christ as Lord. Finally it is 
one’s own cruciform body that becomes a cross 
(Tertullian). We are not called, however, to 
become more burdened by our own crosses than 
by his (Augustine). The right reordering of our 
earthly loves is made possible only by grace 
(Caesarius of Arles). Believers are made able 
to fulfill this seemingly heavy requirement be-
cause his gifts supply the strength for doing his 
tasks. Rightly understood, the call to be ready to 

lose one’s life does not encourage masochistic 
self-hate (Augustine). The right enjoyment of 
things given to us depends upon their virtuous 
reception (Clement of Alexandria). This is 
the mystery of the incarnation: His glory was 
hid in his suffering in the flesh and only gradu-
ally began to be fully revealed in his resurrection 
(Cyril of Alexandria). The glory of the Father 
is beheld in the crucified Son raised from the 
dead (Gregory of Nyssa). The absurdity of the 
crucifixion shows the radical nature of God’s 
love, proving itself by its very implausibility 
(Tertullian).

8:34a Let Him Deny Himself

What Seems Hard, Love Makes Easy. 

1Mt 16:24; Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23. The issue is how believers are made 
able to follow such a weighty, counterintuitive requirement.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+8%3A31-38&version=RSV
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Augustine: How hard and painful does this 
appear! The Lord has required that  “whoever 
will come after him must deny himself.”1 But 
what he commands is neither hard nor painful 
when he himself helps us in such a way so that 
the very thing he requires may be accomplished. 
. . . For whatever seems hard in what is enjoined, 
love makes easy.2 Sermons on New Testa-
ment Lessons 46.1.3

He Helps Effect What He Commands. 
Caesarius of Arles: What he commands is 
not difficult, since he helps to effect what he 
commands. . . . Just as we are lost through lov-
ing ourselves, so we are found by denying our-
selves. Love of self was the ruin of the first 
man. If he had not loved himself in the wrong 
order, he would have been willing to be subject 
to God, preferring God to self. Sermons 159.4

8:34b Take Up His Cross

Body as Cross. Tertullian: “Your cross”5 
means your own anxieties and your sufferings 
in your own body, which itself is shaped in a 
way already like a cross. On Idolatry 12.6

Bearing with Vexation. Caesarius of 
Arles: What does this mean,  “take up a cross”? 
It means he will bear with whatever is trouble-
some, and in this very act he will be following 
me. When he has begun to follow me according 
to my teaching and precepts, he will find many 
people contradicting him and standing in his 
way, many who not only deride but even perse-
cute him.7 Moreover, this is true, not only of 
pagans who are outside the church, but also of 
those who seem to be in it visibly, but are out-
side of it because of the perversity of their 
deeds. Although these glory in merely the title 
of Christian, they continually persecute faith-

ful Christians. Such belong to the members of 
the church in the same way that bad blood is in 
the body.8 Therefore, if you wish to follow 
Christ, do not delay in carrying his cross; toler-
ate sinners, but do not yield to them. Do not let 
the false happiness of the wicked corrupt you. 
You do well to despise all things for the sake of 
Christ, in order that you may be fit for his com-
panionship. Sermons 159.5.9

Suffering Momentarily. Augustine:  Turn, 
rather, to these teachings, my very dear friend: 
take up your cross10 and follow the Lord. For, 
when I noticed that you were being slowed 
down in your divine purpose by your preoccupa-
tion with domestic cares, I felt that you were 
being carried and dragged along by your cross 
rather than that you were carrying it. What else 
does the cross mean than the mortality of this 
flesh? This is our very own cross which the Lord 
commands us to carry that we may be as well 
armed as possible in following him. We suffer 
momentarily until death is swallowed up in vic-
tory.11 Then this cross itself will be crucified. 
The cross will be nailed to the fear of God. We 
would hardly be able to carry it now if it forever 
resisted us with free and unfettered limbs. There 
is no other way for you to follow the Lord except 
by carrying it, for how can you follow him if you 
are not his? Letter 243, To Laetus.12

8:35 Whoever Loses His Life

Deflecting Self-Hate. Augustine: This 

2Cf. Mt 11:29-30.   3Cetedoc 0284, 96.38.584.48; NPNF 1 6:408*; 
cf. WSA 3 4:29, Sermon 96.1.   4Cetedoc 1008, 104.159.1.6; FC 
47:365-66*.   5Mt 16:24; Lk 9:23; 14:27.   6Cetedoc 0023, 43.13; 
ANF 3:68**.   7Cf. Mt 5:11.   8Cf. 2 Pet 2:1-3.   9Cetedoc 1008, 
104.159.5.3; FC 47:368-69**.   10Mt 16:24; Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23.   11Is 
25:8; Hos 13:14; 1 Cor 15:54-55. 12Cetedoc 0262, 243.57.
11.578.1; FC 32:226**.
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precept by which we are enjoined to lose our 
life does not mean that a person should kill 
himself, which would be an unforgivable crime, 
but it does mean that one should kill that in 
oneself which is unduly attached to the earthly, 
which makes one take inordinate pleasure in 
this present life to the neglect of the life to 
come.13 This is the meaning of  “shall hate his 
life” and  “shall lose it.” Embedded in the same 
admonition, he speaks most openly of the 
profit of gaining one’s life when he says:  “He 
that loses his life in this world shall find it unto 
life eternal.”14 Letter 243, To Laetus.15

Walking Requires Two Feet. Caesarius of 
Arles: When the Lord tells us in the Gospel 
that anyone who wants to be his follower must 
renounce himself, the injunction seems harsh; 
we think he is imposing a burden on us.16 But an 
order is no burden when it is given by one who 
helps in carrying it out. To what place are we to 
follow Christ if not where he has already gone? 
We know that he has risen and ascended into 
heaven; there, then, we must follow him. There 
is no cause for despair—by ourselves we can do 
nothing, but we have Christ’s promise. . . .

One who claims to abide in Christ ought to 
walk as he walked. Would you follow Christ? 
Then be humble as he was humble. Do not 
scorn his lowliness if you want to reach his 
exaltation. Human sin made the road rough. 
Christ’s resurrection leveled it. By passing over 
it himself, he transformed the narrowest of 
tracks into a royal highway. Two feet are 
needed to run along this highway; they are 
humility and charity. Everyone wants to get to 
the top—well, the first step to take is humility. 
Why take strides that are too big for you—do 
you want to fall instead of going up? Begin with 
the first step, humility, and you will already be 
climbing. Sermons 159, 1.4-6.17

8:36 What Does It Profit One to Gain the 
Whole World?

The Enjoyment of Earthly Goods. Clem-
ent of Alexandria:  Those who neglect good 
works may fail to grasp just how much the good 
work of God has benefited them. Hence they are 
less capable of praying fittingly so as to receive 
good things from God. And even if they receive 
them, they will likely be unaware of what has 
been given them. And even if they enjoy them, 
they will not enjoy worthily what they have not 
understood. For from their lack of knowledge 
they will not grasp how to use the good things 
given them. And from their impulsiveness they 
will remain ignorant of how to avail themselves 
of the divine gifts offered. Stromateis 6.14.18

Inordinate Love of the World. Pseudo- 
Clement: This world talks of adultery and cor-
ruption and love of money and deceit, but that 
world19 says farewell to these things. We cannot, 
then, be friends equally of both, but we must say 
farewell to this to possess the other. We think 
that it is better to despise the things below, for 
they are small and passing and perishable, and to 
love the things which are truly there, things 
good and imperishable. 2 Clement 6.4-6.20

On Rightly Loving the World. Caesarius 
of Arles: While there is much in the world to 
love, it is best loved in relation to the One who 
made it. The world is beautiful, but much fairer 
is the One who fashioned it. The world is glori-
ous, but more delightful is the One by whom 

13Rightly understood, this precept does not tend inadvertently to 
encourage self-hate.   14Jn 12:25.   15Cetedoc 0262, 243.57.5.572.11; 
FC 32:222**.   16Cf. Mt 16:24; Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23.   17Cetedoc 1008, 
159.1.3, and 159.4.1; JF B 116; CCL 104, 650.652-54*. 18TLG 
0555.004, 6.14.112.4.1-8; ANF 2:506*.   19When viewed  from the
vantage point of faith.   20FC 1:68-69*; TLG 1271.002, 6.4.1-6.6.2.
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the world was established. Therefore, let us 
labor as much as we can, beloved, that love of 
the world as such may not overwhelm us, and 
that we may not love the creature more than the 
creator. God has given us earthly possessions in 
order that we may love him with our whole 
heart and soul.21 But sometimes we provoke 
God’s displeasure against us when we love his 
gifts more than God himself. The same thing 
happens in human relationships. Suppose 
someone gives a special gift to his protégé. But 
the protégé then begins to despise the giver, and 
loves the gift more than the one who gave. Sup-
pose he comes to think of the giver no longer as 
friend but enemy. Just so it is with our relation-
ship with God. We love more those who love us 
for ourselves rather than our gifts. So God is 
known to love those who love him more than 
the earthly gifts he gives. Sermons 159.6.22

8:38a Whoever Is Ashamed of Me

The Contempt of Shame. Tertullian: The 
faithful are not ashamed that the Son of God 
was crucified. Hence they are shameless in a 
good sense through their contempt of shame, 
and foolish in a happy sense. The crucifixion 
was indeed a shameful event, viewed humanly. 
Yes, the Son of God died!23 This is to be 
believed precisely amid its being an offense to 
humanity. The Son was buried!24 He rose from 
the dead!25 This fact is made all the more poi-
gnant by seeming all the more absurd.26 But 
how could any of this be true if he himself was 
not truly the One27 he made himself known to 
be? On the Flesh of Christ 5.28

Facing Persecution. Tertullian: If I avoid 
suffering, I am ashamed to confess:  “Blessed 
are they who suffer persecution for my name’s 
sake.”29 Unhappy, therefore, are they who, by 

running away, refuse to suffer as God at times 
requires.  “He who shall endure to the end shall 
be saved.”30 How then, when you ask me to flee, 
would I be enduring to the end? Flight in 
Time of Persecution 7.31

On Being Unashamed. Cyprian: Does he 
think himself a Christian who is either 
ashamed or fears to be a Christian? How can he 
be with Christ, who either blushes or fears to 
belong to Christ? The Lapsed 28.32

8:38b When He Comes in the Glory of His 
Father

The Glory of God Hid in Suffering. Cyril 
of Alexandria: He who as God was beyond 
suffering, suffered in his own flesh as a human 
being. When he became flesh, being God, he 
did not in any way cease to be God. Precisely as 
he entered into the created order, he remained 
above creation. He remained as giver of the law 
when he came to serve  “under the law.”33 He 
retained the inviolable divine dignity precisely 
when he took on  “the form of a slave.”34 It was 
precisely as only begotten Son that he became  
“the firstborn among many brothers,”35 while 
still remaining the only begotten. So why 
should it seem so strange that he should suffer 
in the flesh according to his humanity, even 
while transcending suffering according to his 
divinity? Thus the ever astute Paul says that 
the Word himself who is  “in the form of God”36 

21Cf. Deut 10:12; Mt 22:37.   22Cetedoc 1008, 104.159.5.16; FC 
47:369**.   23Cf. Mt 27:50; Mk 15:37; Lk 23:46; Jn 19:30.   24Cf. Mt 
27:60; Mk 15:46; Lk 23:53; Jn 19:42.   25Cf. Mt 28:6; Mk 16:6; Lk 
24:5; Jn 20:16.   26This is the famous sentence sometimes translated:  
“It is by all means to be believed just because it is such an offense to 
reason,” or  “I believe because it is absurd.”   27Truly God, truly 
human.   28Cetedoc 0018, 5.24; cf. ANF 3:525**.   29Mt 5:10-11.   
30Mt 10:22.   31Cetedoc 0025, 7.12; ANF 4:120*.   32Cetedoc 0042, 
28.557; FC 36:82. 33Gal 4:4.   34Phil 2:7.   35Rom 8:30.   36Phil 2:6. 
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and equal to God the Father  “became obedient 
even unto death, death of the cross.”37 Letter 
55, To Anastasius and the Monks.38

His Undivided Glory. Gregory of Nyssa: 
The Son does not divide the glory with the 
Father, but receives the glory of the Father in 

its entirety, even as the Father receives all the 
glory of the Son.39 Against Eunomius 2.6.40

T H E  T R A N S F I G U R A T I O N

M A R K  9 : 1 - 8

Overview: The transfiguration points symboli-
cally beyond itself and toward the final resurrec-
tion, when the garments of the faithful will 
become white as snow when they are purified in 
heaven (Bede). In this transfiguration the divine 
glory is adapting itself unpretentiously to the 
disciples’ capacity to receive it (Ephrem the 
Syrian). Patristic commentary on the text fo-
cuses upon the motif of brilliance in the purify-
ing light. Jesus’ splendor was manifested not 
merely as earthly light but as the sun of righ-

teousness to the children of light (Origen). The 
sun’s glory and the snow’s purity are only faintly 
to be compared with his more brilliant glory and 
purity (Chrysostom). The best of human wis-
dom is bleached and purified by his coming 
(Origen). Jesus’ identity as beloved Son is de-
clared in pivotal moments of the Gospel narra-
tives, of which this is a definitive instance 
(Ambrose). The three beloved disciples present 
at the transfiguration glimpsed the glory of God 
dwelling among humankind (Chrysostom). 

37Phil 2:8. 38TLG 5000.001, 1.1.4.58.26-37; FC 77:30-31*. The 
glory of God was hidden in his suffering but revealed in his resur-
rection.   39Cf. Jn 17:5.   40TLG 2017.031, 41.6-9; NPNF 2 5:107.
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Since Moses and Elijah were servants of the 
Lord, anticipating his own coming, three booths 
would have been a misleading equation suggest-
ing their commensurability to Christ. Besides, 
Peter’s proposal was premature, for the time had 
not yet come for the Lord’s full glory to be
revealed (Origen, Jerome). Through holy con-
templation one can become united with the 
trans-figured Lord (Pseudo-Dionysius). Jesus is 
beheld according to his divinity by all those who 
ascend above the earthly to be ready to receive 
spiritual knowledge (Origen).

9:2a After Six Days

Why Six? Origen: In six days (the very num-
ber denoting perfect fulfillment)1 the whole 
world, this perfect work of art, was made.2 But 
there is One who transcends all the things of 
the world, all that belongs to the  “six days.” 
Being eternal, this One beholds not only what 
is seen in time, but what is not seen and is eter-
nal. If therefore any one of us wishes to be 
taken by Jesus, and led up by him into the high 
mountain, and be deemed worthy to witness 
his transfiguration apart, let him pass beyond 
the six days, because he no longer beholds the 
things which are seen, nor longer loves the 
world, nor the things in the world.3 Commen-
tary on Matthew 12.36.4

The Reckoning of Days. Augustine: Leav-
ing out of their calculation the day on which 
Jesus spoke these words, and the day on which 
he exhibited that memorable spectacle on the 
mount, they have regarded simply the interme-
diate days, and have used the expression,  “after 
six days.” But Luke, reckoning in the extreme 
day at either end, that is to say, the first day 
and the last day, has made it  “after eight days,”5 
in accordance with that mode of speech in 

which the part is put for the whole. Harmony 
of the Gospels 2.56.6

9:2b He Took with Him Peter, James and 
John and Led Them Up a High Mountain 
Apart

He Adapted to Our Eyes the Sight of 
Himself. Ephrem the Syrian: 

The Lord who is beyond measure
measures out nourishment to all,

adapting to our eyes the sight of himself,
to our hearing his voice,

His blessing to our appetite,
His wisdom to our tongue.

Hymns on Paradise 9.27.7

What Was Disclosed. Chrysostom: He 
disclosed, it is said, a glimpse of the Godhead. 
He manifested to them the God who was 
dwelling among them.8 Eutropius, and the 

1The interest of early Christian authors in the symbolism of num-
bers frequently strikes modern readers as strange and often forced. 
Yet, as A. Quacquarelli comments, there  “is no early Christian 
author who does not, directly or indirectly, mention the symbolism 
of numbers.” Augustine, for example, contends that the mystical 
and metaphorical aspects of Scripture would remain a mystery for 
those unfamiliar with the language of numbers. This interest in 
numbers was an integral aspect of the culture of the times and is 
not limited to the Fathers.  “The flexing of the fingers [in counting] 
produced images that attributed definite values to biblical num-
bers. A typical example is the 100 (martyrs), 60 (widows) and 30 
(married people) of the parable of the sower. The digital represen-
tation of 100 (a circle formed by the right thumb and index finger) 
developed images that become a possession of the spirit, i.e., it was 
the crown of martyrdom. . . . The symbolism of numbers is a vital 
part of patristics and must be studied in order to understand a 
method of research based on the culture of the time. The theology 
of the Fathers had no wish to detach itself from the popular mind.” 
See EEC 605-6.   2Cf. Gen 1:31; Ex 20:11; 31:17.   3Cf. 1 Jn 2:15.   
4TLG 2042.030, 12.36.20-40, cf. ANF 9:469. To behold the eternal 
redeemer transfigured, we must be led beyond the visible, earthly, 
created order. 5Cf. Lk 9:28.   6Cetedoc 0273, 2.56.113.219.8; 
NPNF 1 6:155.   7HOP 146. Divine revelation generously adapts 
itself to our limited capacity to receive it.   8Cf. Ps 68:18.    
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Vanity of Riches, Homily 2.9

9:2c He Was Transfigured Before Them

In Their Presence. Origen:  Listen spiritu-
ally that it is not said simply,  “he was transfig-
ured,” but with a certain necessary addition, 
which Matthew and Mark have recorded; for, 
according to both,  “he was transfigured before 
them”10 [in the presence of Peter, James and 
John]. The text suggests that it would be pos-
sible for Jesus to be transfigured before some 
of his disciples, and not before others. But if  
you wish to see the transfiguration of Jesus as 
seen by those who went up into the lofty 
mountain apart from the others, view with me 
the Jesus in the Gospels. Remember that Jesus 
was more literally apprehended by those 
below  “according to the flesh”11—by those 
who did not go up to the lofty mountain of 
wisdom, who did not go up through words 
and deeds that are uplifting. But there were 
others by whom he became known no longer 
after the flesh, but in his divinity. To this all 
the Gospels attest. He was beheld in the form 
of God according to their spiritual knowl-
edge.12 It was before these who ascended and 
in their presence that Jesus was transfigured, 
not to those who remained below. Commen-
tary on Matthew 12.37.13

9:3a His Garments Became Glistening

Manifested to the Children of Light. 
Origen: But when he is transfigured, his face 
also shines as the sun that he may be manifested 
to the children of light who have put off the 
works of darkness and put on the armor of 
light,14 and are no longer the children of dark-
ness or night but have become the sons of day, 
and walk honestly as in the day.15 Being mani-

fested, he will shine unto them not simply as the 
sun, but as demonstrated to be the sun of righ-
teousness.16 Commentary on Matthew 
12.37.17

As Sun to the Eyes.  Augustine: What this 
sun is to the eyes of the flesh, that is the Lord 
to the eyes of the heart. Sermons on New 
Testament Lessons 28.18

9:3b Intensely White As No Fuller on 
Earth Could Bleach Them

The Fullers (Cleaners, Purifiers). Ori-
gen: Perhaps the  “fullers upon the earth” refers 
to the wise men of this world who cultivate the 
art of rhetoric. They imagine that their own 
poor thoughts might appear bright and clean 
because of their speech, adorned as it is with ver-
bal bleaching. But the One who shows his own 
garments glistening to those who have ascended, 
and even brighter than any bleaching could ever 
make them, is the Word, who exhibits in the 
expression of the Scriptures (which are despised 
by many) the glistening of his thoughts, when 
the raiment of Jesus becomes white and daz-
zling.19 Commentary on Matthew 12.39.20

Limits of the Analogies of Snow and Sun. 
Chrysostom: How did he shine? Tell me. 
Exceedingly. And how do you express this? He 
shone as the sun.21 As the sun, you say? Yes. 

9TLG 2062.142, 52.404.53-55; NPNF 1 9:258*.   10Mt 17:2; Mk 
9:2.   11Cf. 2 Cor 10:2. 12Cf. Phil 2:6.   13ANF 9:470*; TLG 
2042.030, 12.37.10-40.   14Cf. Jn 12:36; Rom 13:12; Eph 5:8.   15Cf. 
Rom 13:13; 1 Thess 5:5.   16Cf. Mal 4:2; Wis 5:6.   17ANF 9:470*; 
TLG 2042.030, 12.37.40-53. He is manifested not merely as 
earthly light but as the sun of righteousness to the children of 
light. 18Cetedoc 0284, 78.38.490.53; NPNF 1 6:347*; cf. WSA 3 
3:340, Sermon 78.2.   19Cf. Lk 9:29.   20ANF 9:470-71*; TLG 
2042.030, 12.39.20-37; GCS 40.   21Cf. Mt 17:2.  
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Why the sun? Because I do not know any 
other luminary more brilliant. And he was 
white, you say, as snow?22 Why as snow? 
Because I do not know any other substance 
which is whiter. But he did not strictly speak-
ing shine merely as the sun shines daily. This 
is proved by what follows: the disciples fell to 
the ground.23 If he had shone as the sun daily 
shines, the disciples would not have fallen, for 
they saw the sun every day, and did not fall. 
But inasmuch as he shone more brilliantly 
than the sun or snow, they, being unable to 
bear the splendor, fell to the earth. 

Eutropius, and the Vanity of Riches, 
Homily 2.10-11.24

The Garments of the Faithful. Bede: If 
anyone asks what the Lord’s garments, which 
became white as snow, represent typologically, 
we can properly understand them as pointing 
to the church of his saints [who] . . . at the 
time of the resurrection will be purified from 
every blemish of iniquity and at the same time 
from all the darkness of mortality.25 Concern-
ing the Lord’s garments the Evangelist Mark 
remarks that  “they became as bright as snow, 
such as no bleacher on earth can make them 
white.”26 It is evident to everyone that there is 
no one who can live on earth without corrup-
tion and sorrow. So it is evident to all who are 
wise, although heretics deny it, that there is 
no one who can live on earth without being 
touched by some sin. But what a cleansing 
agent (that is, a teacher of souls or some 
extraordinary purifier of his body) cannot do 
on earth, that the Lord will do in heaven. He 
will purify the church, which is his clothing,  
“from all defilement of flesh and spirit,”27 
renewing [her] besides with eternal blessed-
ness and light of flesh and spirit. Exposition 
on the Gospel of Mark 1.24.28

9:4 There Appeared to Them Elijah with 
Moses

Why Elijah? Why Moses? Origen: When 
the Son of God in his transfiguration is so 
understood and beheld as if his face were a sun, 
and his clothes white as the light itself, imme-
diately it will appear to those who behold Jesus 
in this way that he is conversing with Moses 
(the law) and Elijah (the prophets). By means 
of the device of synecdoche29 he is holding con-
versation not with one prophet only, but sym-
bolically with all the prophets. Commentary 
on Matthew 12.38.30

Both Had Withstood a Tyrant. Chrysos-
tom: For both the one and the other had coura-
geously withstood a tyrant: one the Egyptian, 
the other Ahab; and this on behalf of a people 
who were both ungrateful and disobedient. . . . 
And both were simple unlearned men. One was 
slow of speech and weak of voice.31 The other a 
rough countryman. And both were men who 
had despised the riches of this world. For 
Moses possessed nothing. And Elijah had 
nothing but his sheepskin. Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 56.32

Pointing Toward the Final Resurrec-

22Cf. Mt 28:3.   23Cf. Mt 17:6.   24TLG 2062.142, 52.405.5-15; 
NPNF 1 9:258**. According to the analogy of faith, the sun’s glory 
is grasped by comparing it with God’s, not God’s glory grasped by 
comparing it with the sun’s. The snow is the purest white we know, 
but its purity is grasped in relation to God’s purity. The sun’s glory 
is to be compared to Jesus’ more brilliant glory and the purity of the 
snow compared to his purity.    25Cf. 1 Cor 15:42-44.   26Mk 9:3.   
272 Cor 7:1.   28Cetedoc 1367, 1.24.121; HOG 1:238-39*. The 
church will be purified in heaven. 29A figure of speech by which 
the whole of a thing is put for a part or a part for the whole.   
30ANF 10:470*; TLG 2042.030, 12.38.28-36. The law’s require-
ment and the prophets’ expectations are fulfilled in Christ.   31Cf. 
Ex 4:10.   32TLG 2062.152, 58.551.17-19, 22-27; SSGF 2:54.
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tion. Bede: Moses and Elijah, who talked 
with the Lord on the mountain, and spoke 
about his passion and resurrection, represent 
the oracles of the law and prophets which were 
fulfilled in the Lord. . . . The figures of Moses 
and Elijah embrace all who are finally to reign 
with the Lord.33 By Moses, who died and was 
buried, we can understand those who at the 
judgment are going to be raised up from 
death.34 By Elijah, on the other hand, who has 
not yet paid the debt of death,35 we understand 
those who are going to be found alive in the 
flesh at the judge’s coming. Exposition on 
the Gospel of Mark 1.24.36

9:5a It Is Well That We Are Here

Holy Contemplation. Pseudo-Dionysius: 

In most holy contemplation we shall be ever 
filled with the sight of God shining gloriously 
around us as once it shone for the disciples at 
the divine transfiguration.37 And there we shall 
be, our minds away from passion and from 
earth, and we shall have a conceptual gift of 
light from him and, somehow, in a way we can-
not know, we shall be united with him and, our 
understanding carried away, blessedly happy, 
we shall be struck by his blazing light. Marvel-
ously, our minds will be like those in the heav-
ens above. The Divine Names 1.38

9:5b Let Us Make Three Booths

An Untimely Proposal. Jerome: O Peter, 
even though you have ascended the mountain, 
even though you see Jesus transfigured, even 
though his garments are white; nevertheless, 
because Christ has not yet suffered for you, you 
are still unable to know the truth. Homily 
80.39

9:7a A Cloud Overshadowed Them

The Tent of the Spirit. Jerome: It seems to 
me that this cloud is the grace of the Holy 
Spirit. Naturally, a tent gives shelter and over-
shadows those who are within; the cloud, 
therefore, serves the purpose of the tents. O 
Peter, you who want to set up three tents, have 
regard for the one tent of the Holy Spirit who 
shelters us equally. Homily 80.40

9:7b This Is My Beloved Son; Listen to 
Him

His Sonship Declared. Ambrose: In his 
baptism he identified him, saying:  “You are 
my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”41 
He declared him on the mount, saying:  “
This is my beloved Son, hear him.”42 He 
declared him in his passion, when the sun 
hid itself, and sea and earth trembled. He 
declared him in the centurion, who said:  
“ Truly this was the Son of God.”43 On the 
Holy Spirit 2.6.44

Two Servants, One Lord. Jerome: Do not 
set up tents equally for the Lord and his ser-
vants.  “ This is my beloved Son; hear him,”45 
my Son, not Moses or Elijah. They are ser-

33Cf. Rev 22:5.   34Cf. Acts 17:31-32.   352 Kings 2:11.   36Cetedoc 
1367, 1.24.144, 151; HOG 1:239*. The transfiguration points sym-
bolically toward the end-time resurrection of the living (Elijah, 
who did not die but was taken up to heaven) and the dead (Moses, 
who died on Mt. Nebo).   37Cf. Mt 17:1-8; Mk 9:2-8.   38TLG 
2798.004, 114.9-115.5; CWS 52-53. Through holy contemplation 
we receive the fullness of his light and purity. 39Cetedoc 0594, 
6.216; FC 57:166. The time had not yet come for his full glory to be 
revealed.   40Cetedoc 0594, 6.231; FC 57:167. The promised com-
ing of the Holy Spirit was anticipated in the cloud.   41Mt 3:17; Mk 
1:11; Lk 3:22. 42Mt 17:5; Mk 9:7; Lk 9:35.   43Mt 27:54; Mk 15:39.   
44Cetedoc 0151, 2.6.57.109.88; NPNF 2 10:122*.   45Mt 17:5; Mk 
9:7; Lk 9:35.
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vants; this is the Son. This is my Son, of my 
nature, of my substance, abiding in me, and he 
is all that I am. This is my beloved Son. They, 
too, indeed are dear to me, but he is my 
beloved; hear him, therefore. They proclaim 
and teach him, but you, hear him. He is the 
Lord and master, they are companions in ser-
vice. Moses and Elijah speak of Christ; they 
are your fellow servants. He is the Lord; hear 
him. Homily 80.46

Only One Is Son. Augustine:  Moses was 
there, and Elijah. The voice did not say: These 
are my beloved sons. For One only is the Son; 
others are adopted. It is he that is commended 
to them: He from whom the law and prophets 
derive their glory. Sermons on New Testa-
ment Lessons.47

T H E  C O M I N G  O F  E L I J A H

M A R K  9 : 9 - 1 3

Overview: John Chrysostom’s comments on 
the text focus upon the relation of Elijah, John 
the Baptist and Jesus. Christ called John Elijah, 
because he had fulfilled the ministry of the type 
of Elijah. The death of Jesus was darkly fore-
shadowed in this text immediately after the 
confession of Peter and the transfiguration. In 
his atonement, the heart of the Father was be-
ing restored to sinners by the self-giving of the 
Son (Chrysostom).

9:9 Tell No One

Until He Shall Have Risen. Chrysostom:  
So He bound them to silence. Furthermore he 
spoke of his passion as though it were the rea-
son why he asked them to be silent. Note that 
he did not tell them that they must never tell 
this to anyone. Instead they should not tell it 
until he had risen from the dead. In this respect 
he was silent as to what was painful, and spoke 
only of what was joyful. Gospel of St. Mat-
thew, Homily 57.1

46Cetedoc 0594, 6.249; FC 57:166-67.   47SSGF 2:63; cf. Cetedoc 
0284, 78.38.491.41; NPNF 16 ad loc.

1TLG 2062.152, 58.554.27-32; SSGF 2:57-58*. 
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9:12a Elijah Does Come First to Restore 
All Things

Restoring the Heart of the Father to 
the Son. Chrysostom: Note the extreme 
accuracy of [the prophetic] expression.2 
He does not say  “He will restore the heart 
of the son to the father,” but  “of the father to 
the son.”3 Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 
57.1.4

9:12b The Son of Man Should Suffer 
Many Things

The Prediction of the Passion. Chrysos-
tom: “ Then”—when? When he was confessed 
to be the Christ, the Son of God. Again on the 
mountain, when he had shown them the mar-
velous vision, and the prophets had been dis-
coursing of his glory, he reminded them of his 

passion. Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 
57.2.5

9:13 Elijah Has Come

John and Elijah. Chrysostom: Christ called 
John Elijah, not because he was Elijah, but be-
cause he was fulfilling the ministry of that 
prophet. Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 
57.1.6

2To which Mk 9:12 is a reference.   3Mal 4:5-6 (LXX):  “And, behold, I 
will send to you Elijah the Tishbite, before the great and glorious day 
of the Lord comes; who shall turn again the heart of the father to the 
son.”  In the atonement, the cross turns the heart of God the Father 
to reconcile the lives of sinners whose lives are hid in the Son by faith.   
4TLG 2062.152, 58.559.33-36; NPNF 1 10:352. As the heart of the 
Father was being restored to the Son by his self-giving, so the hearts 
of the apostles were being restored to the covenant.   5TLG 2062.152, 
58.560.20-24; NPNF 1 10:353.   6TLG 2062.152, 58.559.16-19; 
NPNF 1 10:352*.
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A N  E P I L E P T I C  B O Y  H E A L E D

M A R K  9 : 1 4 - 2 9

Overview:  We pray that we may believe and 
believe that we might pray (Augustine). No 
measure of faith is preserved without prayer 
( Jerome, John Cassian). The demonic compul-
sions are bound up when they come into the 
presence of the incarnate Lord (Tertullian, 
Peter Chrysologus). We see this in Jesus’ sim-
ple gesture of taking the child by the hand and 
lifting him up (Bede). Those who lack the sus-
taining power of the Holy Spirit remain vul-
nerable to demonic systems and powers 
(Tertullian, Minucius Felix). Aspects of faith 
are recognizable as praiseworthy even by those 
without faith (Caesarius of Arles).

9:18 He Foams and Grinds His Teeth and 
Becomes Rigid

The Devil’s Business: Undoing Others. 
Minucius Felix: These spirits therefore, hav-
ing lost the simplicity of their created being 
and the primitive fineness of their nature, are 
now clogged and laden with iniquity. Utterly 
undone themselves, they make it their whole 
business to undo others, for companions in 
misery. Being depraved themselves, they would 
infuse the same depravity into others. . . . 

When we command them by the one true God, 
the wretches, bitterly against their will, fall 
into horrible shiverings, and either spring 
straightaway from the bodies they possess, or 
vanish by degrees, according to the faith of the 
patient or the grace of the physician. Octa-
vius 26-27.1

9:20 It Convulsed the Boy

The Usurping Spirit. Peter Chrysologus: 
Though it was the boy who fell on the ground, 
it was the devil in him who was in anguish. The 
possessed boy was merely convulsed, while the 
usurping spirit was being convicted by the awe-
some judge. The captive was detained, but the 
captor was punished. Through the wrenching 
of the human body, the punishment of the devil 
was made manifest. Sermons 51.2

9:21  “How Long Has He Had This?” And 
He Said,  “From Childhood.”

1PL 3:321-326; GMI 204**; cf. ANF 4:190. The business of devils 
is to undo others in the same way as they themselves have been vol-
untarily undone.   2Cetedoc 0227, 24.51.62; GMI 205-6*.
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The Taint of the First Transgression. 
Bede: Lacking the premise of original sin, what 
possible cause can be imagined in this youth 
why he should since childhood have been vexed 
with this most fierce demonic possession? It 
seems clear that no actual sin of his own could 
have elicited this. So let the catholic remember 
and confess that no one is born into this world 
free from the taint of the first transgression.3 
Let him implore the grace of God through 
which he might be  “delivered from this body of 
death through Jesus Christ our Lord.”4 Exposi-
tion on the Gospel of Mark 3.9.21-22.5

9:22 If You Can! All Things Are Possible to 
Him Who Believes

The Infirm Faith of the Boy’s Father. 
Chrysostom: The Scripture indicates that this 
man was extremely weak in faith, as is evident 
at four points: from Christ’s saying that  “All 
things are possible to him that believes;”6 
from the saying of the man himself as he 
approached,  “Help me in my unbelief;”7 from 
Christ’s commanding the devil to  “enter no 
more into him;”8 and  from the man’s saying 
again to Christ,  “If you can.”9 The Gospel of 
St. Matthew, Homily 57.3.10

9:24 I Believe; Help My Unbelief

Emergent Faith Seeking Maturity. Au-
gustine: In saying,  “When the Son of Man 
shall come, shall he find faith upon the earth?” 
our Lord spoke of that faith which is fully 
matured, which is so seldom found on earth. 
The church’s faith is full, for who would come 
here if there were no fullness of faith? And 
whose faith when fully matured would not 
move mountains?11 Look at the apostles them-
selves, who would not have left all they had, 

trodden under foot this world’s hope, and fol-
lowed the Lord, if they had not had propor-
tionally great faith. And yet if they had already 
experienced a completely matured faith, they 
would have not said to the Lord,  “Increase our 
faith.”12 Rather we find here an emerging faith, 
which is not yet full faith, in that father who 
when he had presented to the Lord his son to 
be cured of an evil spirit and was asked 
whether he believed, answered,  “Lord, I be-
lieve, help me in my unbelief.”13  “Lord,” says he,  
“I believe.”  “I believe”: therefore there was 
faith; but  “help me in my unbelief ”: therefore 
there was not full faith.14 Sermons on New 
Testament Lessons 65.15

Pray to Believe, Believe to Pray. Augus-
tine: Where faith fails, prayer perishes. For 
who prays for that in which he does not 
believe? . . . So then in order that we may pray, 
let us believe,16 and let us pray that this same 
faith by which we pray may not falter. Ser-
mons on New Testament Lessons 65.1.17

Grace to Assist Faith. John Cassian: See-
ing that his faith was being driven by the waves 
of unbelief on the rocks which would cause a 
fearful shipwreck,18 he asks of the Lord an aid to 
his faith, saying  “Lord, help me in my unbelief.”19 
So thoroughly did the apostles and those who 
live in the gospel realize that everything which is 
good is brought to completion by the aid of the 

3Cf. Rom 5:12-14.   4Cf. Rom 7:24. 5Cetedoc 1355.39.260; CCL 
120:548; GMI 206*; cf. HOG 1:240.   6Mk 9:23. 7Mk 9:24. 8Mk 
9:25. 9Mk 9:22.   10TLG 2062.152, 58.561.10-17; NPNF 1 10:354.
11Cf. Mt 17:20; 21:21. 12Lk 17:5. 13Mk 9:24. 14Cf. Heb 10:22.
15Cetedoc 0284, 115.38.665.42; NPNF 1 6:454*; cf. WSA 3 4:199, 
Sermon 115.1. 16Cf. Mt 21:22; Mk 11:24. 17Cetedoc 0284, 
115.38.655.19; NPNF 1 6:454*; cf. WSA 3 4:198, Sermon 115.1. 
When we pray to believe, we pray that the will itself will not waver in 
faith; in this way prayer and faith are intrinsically linked acts. 18Cf. 
1 Tim 1:19. 19Mk 9:24.
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Lord, and not imagine that they could preserve 
their faith unharmed by their own strength or 
free will, that they prayed that it might be helped 
and granted to them by the Lord.20  Confer-
ence of Abbot Paphnutius 16.21

Even the Faithless Recognize the Value 
of Faith. Caesarius of Arles: So great is 
the virtue of faith that even those who refuse to 
keep it still presume to praise it. Truly deserv-
edly is faith extolled, for without it no good 
work is ever begun or completed. Sermons 
12.22

9:27 Jesus Took Him by the Hand

The Human Hand of the Divine Lord.  
Bede: As he revealed himself to him in the real-
ity of his Godhead by his power to save, so he 
further exhibited to him the reality of his 
human nature by taking him by the hand. 
Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 3.9.26-
27.23

9:28 Why Could We Not Cast It Out?

The Weapon of Choice. Tertullian: Fast-
ing is the weapon of choice for battling with the 
more dreadful demons.24 Should we be sur-
prised if the expulsion of the spirit of iniquity 
requires the indwelling of the Holy Spirit? On 
Fasting 8.8.25

9:29 This Kind Cannot Be Driven Out by 
Anything but Prayer

The Necessity of Prayer. Jerome: The Lord 
himself consecrated his baptism by a forty days’ 
fast,26 and taught us that the more violent dev-
ils cannot be overcome except by prayer and 
fasting. Against Jovinianus 2.15.27

T H E  S E C O N D  P R E D I C T I O N

O F  T H E  P A S S I O N

M A R K  9 : 3 0 - 3 2

Overview: John Chrysostom commented on 
how little the disciples grasped the meaning of 
the clearly predicted death of the Lord. Even 

after all these revealing miracles, after this dis-
tinct unveiling of Jesus’ identity from the voice 
from above and after the direct prediction of 

20Cf. Lk 17:5. 21Cetedoc 0512, 3.16.88.22; NPNF 2 11:327.
22Cetedoc 1008, 103.12.1.8; FC 31:67. 23Cetedoc 1355, 3.9.316; 
CCL 120:550; GMI 209*; cf. HOG 1:241.   24Mt 17:21; Mk 9:29.   
25Cetedoc 0029, 284.3; ANF 4:107**.   26Cf. Mt 4:2; Lk 4:2-3.   
27Cetedoc 0610, 2.15.323.11; NPNF 2 6:400.
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his death and resurrection, they missed the 
point and were preoccupied with their own 
anxiety (Chrysostom).

9:32a They Did Not Understand

On Not Understanding. Chrysostom: It is 
remarkable how, when Peter had been rebuked,1    
and Moses and Elijah had discoursed,2 and 
had seen the glory of what was coming, and 
the Father had uttered a voice from above,3 
and so many miracles had been done, and the 
resurrection was right at the door (for he 
said, he should by no means abide any long 
time in death, but should be raised the third 
day),4 even after all that they did not fathom 
what was happening. Rather they were trou-
bled, and not merely troubled, but exceed-
ingly mournful.5 Now this arose from their 
being ignorant as yet of the force of his say-
ings.6 The Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 
58.1.7

The Reason for Grief. Chrysostom: If 
ignorant, how could they be sorrowful?8 

Because they were not altogether ignorant. 
They knew that he was soon to die, for they 
had continually been told about it. But just 
what this death might mean, they did not grasp 
clearly, nor that there would be a speedy recog-
nition of it, from which innumerable blessings 
would flow. They did not see that there would 
be a resurrection. This is why they grieved.9 
The Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 58.10

9:32b They Were Afraid to Ask

Bent by Previous Assumptions. Anony-
mous: They were greatly grieved11 because they 
had formed a very different notion previously 
in their minds and hearts. A Treatise on 
Rebaptism 9.12

T H E  D I S P U T E  A B O U T  G R E A T N E S S

M A R K  9 : 3 3 - 3 7  

1Cf. Mt 16:23; Mk 8:33.   2Cf. Mt 17:3; Mk 9:4; Lk 9:30.   3Cf. Mt 
3:17; 17:5; Mk 1:11; 9:7; Lk 3:22. 4Cf. Jn 2:19-22. 5Cf. Mt 17:23.   
6Cf. Mk 9:32; Lk 9:45.   7TLG 2062.152, 58.565.45-53; cf. NPNF 
1 10:358   8Cf. Mt 17:23; Mk 9:32; Lk 9:45.   9Cf. Mt 17:23.   
10TLG 2062.152, 58.566.37-43; NPNF 1 10:358**.   11Cf. Mt 
17:23.   12PL 3:1193A-B; ANF 5 672*.
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Overview: The key mark of discipleship is 
servanthood (Gregory of Nyssa). The text 
teaches that discipleship grows first by a down-
ward, lowly movement, as a tree seeking roots, 
in order then to reach skyward (Augustine). 
Be ready to receive the lowly neighbor as if sent 
by Christ (Tertullian). The disciplines of hu-
mility are most pertinent to those most prone 
to vanity (Chrysostom). Childlike innocence is 
characteristic of those who dwell in the king-
dom of God (Shepherd of Hermas).

9:34 They Discussed Who Was the 
Greatest

Rooting by Downward Movement. Augus-
tine: Observe a tree, how it first tends down-
wards, that it may then shoot forth upwards. It 
fastens its root low in the ground, that it may 
send forth its top towards heaven. Is it not 
from humility that it endeavors to rise? But 
without humility it will not attain to higher 
things.1 You are wanting to grow up into the air 
without a root. Such is not growth, but a col-
lapse. The Gospel of John, Sermon 38.2

9:35 If Any One Would Be First, He Must 
Be Last of All and Servant of All

Guileless Cohesion. Gregory of Nyssa: 
Let vanity be unknown among you. Let sim-
plicity and harmony and a guileless attitude 
weld the community together. Let each remind 
himself that he is not only subordinate to the 
brother at his side, but to all.3 If he knows this, 
he will truly be a disciple of Christ. On the 
Christian Mode of Life 8.1.4

The Pursuit of Meekness. Chrysostom: If 
you are in love with precedence and the highest 
honor, pursue the things in last place, pursue 
being the least valued of all, pursue being the 
lowliest of all, pursue being the smallest of all, 
pursue placing yourselves behind others. The 
Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 58.5

9:36 He Put a Child in the Midst of Them

The Child as Pattern. Shepherd of Her-
mas: They are as veritable infants, whose 
hearts do not invent evil, who hardly know 
what corruption is, and who have remained 
childlike forever. People such as these, there-
fore, undoubtedly dwell in the kingdom of 
God, because they in no way defile God’s com-
mandments, but have continued in innocence 
all the days of their lives in the same state of 
mind. Shepherd of Hermas 3.9.29.6

9:37 Whoever Receives Me, Receives Not 
Me but Him Who Sent Me

Receiving and Offering Refreshment. 
Tertullian: Do not receive without prayer 
one who enters your house, especially if that 
one is a stranger, lest he turn out to be an 
angelic messenger.7 Do not offer your earthly 
refreshments prior to receiving heavenly 
refreshment. On Prayer 26.8

1Cf. Prov 18:12.   2Cetedoc 0284, 117.38.671.39; GC 1:215*.   3Cf. 
Gal 5:13-14.   4TLG 2014.024, 8.1.70.20-71.3; FC 58:147*.   5TLG 
2062.152, 58.568.60-569.3; NPNF 1 10:360.   6AF 284*; cf. TLG 
1419.001, 106.1.2-3.1.   7Cf. Heb 13:12.   8Cetedoc 0007, 26.1; 
ANF 3:690**.
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T H E  M A N  W H O  C A S T  O U T

D E M O N S  I N  J E S U S ’  N A M E

M A R K  9 : 3 8 - 4 1

Overview: According to Augustine, this pas-
sage teaches that the judgment of  God lies 
heavy upon those who tempt the children of  
light. As civic virtues may be found apart 
from the church, so doctrinal corruptions 
may also be found within the church. Those 
who do mighty works without full participa-
tion in the body of  Christ are not to be for-
bidden. The unbaptized who perform acts of  
kindness to those who are not yet incorpo-
rated into the body of  Christ may be more 
profitable servants than are those in the 
church who draw others into evil deeds. One 
may do mighty works in Christ’s name and 
still possess only a crude, preliminary knowl-
edge of  his regenerative power. If  the balance 
between rigor and charity is lost in the ad-
ministration of  discipline, the peace of  the 
church is disturbed and disunity increased. 
Those who separate themselves from the 
body of  Christ do not need to be corrected 
on all points but only those that involve sep-
aration (Augustine). God never asks what is 
impossible. God’s requirement comes in 
small measures as grace enables, like giving a 
cup of  cold water in the name of Christ (Gre-
gory of Nyssa).

9:38a A Man Casting Out Demons in Your 
Name

The Merciful Works of the Unbaptized. 
Augustine:  His situation was in some ways 
parallel to that of one who, while not yet 
embracing the sacraments of Christ, neverthe-
less esteems the Christian name so far as even 
to welcome Christians and accommodate one-
self to their service for this very reason and no 
other—that they are Christians. This is the 
type of person of whom it was said that he 
would not lose his reward.1 This does not 
mean, however, that such individuals ought 
prematurely to imagine themselves quite safe 
and secure simply on account of this kindness 
which they cherish toward Christians, while at 
the same time remaining uncleansed by 
Christ’s baptism, and not thereby incorporated 
into the unity of his body. Such persons are 
now already being guided by the mercy of God 
in such a way that they may also come to 
receive these loftier gifts, and so depart this 
present world in safety. Such persons assuredly 
are more profitable servants even before they 

1Cf. Mt 10:42; Mk 9:41.
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become a part of the body of Christ, than those 
who, while already bearing the Christian name 
and partaking in the sacraments, recommend 
courses of action which are only fitted to drag 
others along with them into eternal punish-
ment. Harmony of the Gospels 4.6.2

9:38b We Forbade Him, Because He Was 
Not Following Us

The Breadth of Catholicity. Augustine: 
There may be something catholic outside the 
Church catholic. The name of Christ could exist 
outside the congregation of Christ, as in the case 
of the man casting out devils in Christ’s name. 
There may by contrast exist pretenses within 
the church catholic, as is unquestionably the 
case of those  “who renounce the world3 in words 
and not in deeds,” and yet the pretense is not 
catholic. So as there may be found in the church 
catholic something which is not catholic, so 
there may be found something which is catholic 
outside the church catholic. On Baptism, 
Against the Donatists 7.39 (76).4

9:39 Do Not Forbid Him

Encouraging Good Works Done in 
Christ’s Name. Augustine: We ought not be 
disturbed because some who do not belong or 
do not yet belong to this temple, that is, among 
whom God does not or does not yet dwell, per-
form some works of power, as happened to the 
one who cast out devils in the name of Christ.5 
Although he was not a follower of Christ, 
Christ ordered that he be allowed to continue 
because it gave a valuable testimony of his 
name to many. . . . The centurion Cornelius 
also saw the angel that was sent to him to say 
that his prayers had been heard and his alms 
accepted,6 even before he was incorporated into 

this temple by regeneration. Letter 187, To 
Dardanus 36.7

Judgmental Excess. Augustine: Some who 
are intent on severe disciplinary principles 
which admonish us to rebuke the restless, not 
to give what is holy to dogs,8 to consider a 
despiser of the church as a heathen, to cut off 
from the unified structure of the body the 
member which causes scandal,9 so disturb the 
peace of the church that they try to separate 
the wheat from the chaff before the proper 
time.10 Blinded by this error, they are them-
selves separated instead from the unity of 
Christ. Faith and Works 4.6.11

9:40 He That Is Not Against Us Is for Us

Standing with the Whole Church. Au-
gustine: Both declarations are true: that  “he 
who is not with me is against me, and he that 
gathers not with me scatters abroad”;12 and also 
the injunction,  “Forbid him not; for he that is 
not against you is for you.”13 This means that 
one fittingly shares in the worshiping commu-
nity insofar as one stands with the whole 
church, and not against it. Yet those same indi-
viduals must be reproached for separating them-
selves from the church, wherever their gathering 
inadvertently becomes a scattering. If then one 
seeks reconciliation with the church, one does 
not need to receive what one already possesses,14 
but merely needs to be set aright on those points 
at which one had gone astray. On Baptism, 

2Cetedoc 0273, 4.6.7.401.20; NPNF 1 6:229**. 3In baptism; cf. 
Rom 12:2; 1 Jn 2:15; 5:4.   4Cetedoc 0332, 7.39.77.363.5; NPNF 1 
4:508**.   5Cf. Mk 9:38; Lk 9:49.   6Cf. Acts 10:3-4.   7Cetedoc 0262, 
187.57.12.113.20; FC 30:250.   8Cf. Mt 7:6; 15:26; Mk 7:27.   9Cf. 
Mt 5:30; 18:8-9; Mk 9:42-48.   10Cf. Mt 13:29-30.   11Cetedoc 0294, 
4.6.41.9; FC 27:227*.   12Mt 12:30; Lk 11:23.   13Lk 9:50; cf. Mk 
9:39-40.   14The rule of faith, the sacred text, the sacraments.
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Against the Donatists 1.7 (9).15

Resisting Sentiments Adverse to Peace. 
Augustine: This is the principle on which the 
whole church acts, not condemning common 
sacraments among heretics; for in these they 
are with us, and they are not against us.16 But 
she condemns and forbids division and separa-
tion, or any sentiment adverse to peace and 
truth. For in this respect they are against us, 
precisely because they are not with us, in the 
sense that and due to the fact that in not gath-
ering with us, they are consequently scatter-
ing.17 Harmony of the Gospels 4.18

9:41 A Cup of Water

Simplicity in Service. Gregory of Nyssa:  

God never asks his servants to do what is 
impossible. The love and goodness of his God-
head is revealed as richly available. It is poured 
out like water upon all. God furnishes to each 
person according to his will the ability to do 
something good. None of those seeking to be 
saved will be lacking in this ability, given by the 
one who said:  “whoever gives you a cup of 
water to drink because you bear the name of 
Christ, will by no means lose his reward.”19 On 
the Christian Mode of Life 8.1.20

O N  T E M P T A T I O N

M A R K  9 : 4 2 - 5 0

15Cetedoc 0332, 1.7.9.155.5; NPNF 1 4:416*. Those who divide 
and scatter the body of Christ do not need to be corrected on all 
points but only those that involve separation, which offends against 
the intrinsic oneness of the church. 16Cf. Mk 9:39-40; Lk 9:50.   
17Cf. Mt 12:30; Lk 11:23.   18Cetedoc 0273, 4.5.6.400.10; NPNF 1 
6:228*.   19Mt 10:42; Mk 9:41.   20TLG 2017.024, 8.1.87.21-88.7; 
FC 58:157*.
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Overview: The Fathers warn against flat liter-
alism in interpreting this text: To follow literally 
the command to cut off the hand would be to fail 
to hear its meaning (Clementina). We are not 
referring to earthworms or earthly fires but un-
ending misery over willed sin (Gregory of 
Nyssa). The dynamics of temptation work so 
elusively as to prevent sinners from awareness 
even of their own stench and illness, which oth-
ers can smell easily (Chrysostom). The eye col-
ludes in causing sin by making an entryway into 
the heart (Salvian the Presbyter). Hell is not 
merely a rhetorical hyperbole (Basil). The 
reader of the Word cannot select out comfort-
able passages and ignore those that make us un-
easy (Chrysostom). Temporary disciplinary 
rejection within the church is a minor inconve-
nience compared with God’s final rejection of 
sin (Caesarius of Arles). When the sting of 
judgment falls, it is not to punish but to heal 
(Methodius). Those who finally reject salvation 
suffer eternally in both body and soul (August-
ine). Our words become salt when they receive 
the wisdom that flows from the revealed Word, 
without which our hasty words may inadvert-
ently shatter integrity (Gregory the Great).

9:42 It Would Be Better for Him if a Great 
Millstone Were Hung Round His Neck and 
He Were Thrown into the Sea

A Terrifying Repetition. Augustine: He 
did not shrink from using the same words three 
times1 over in one passage. And who is not ter-
rified by this repetition and by the threat of 
that punishment uttered so vehemently by the 
lips of the Lord himself ? The City of God 
21.9.2

9:43 If Your Hand Causes You to Sin, Cut 
It Off

Literally Cut Off? Clementina3:  Let none 
of you think, brothers, that the Lord is here 
commending the cutting off of members. His 
meaning is that the incentive should be cut off, 
not the members. The causes which allure to 
sin are to be cut off, in order that our thought, 
borne up on the chariot of sight, may push 
toward the love of God, supported by the 
bodily senses. So do not give loose reins to the 
eyes of the flesh as if you were wanton horses, 
eager to turn their running away from the com-
mandments. Subject the bodily sight to the 
judgment of the mind. Do not permit these 
eyes of ours, which God intended to be viewers 
and witnesses of his work, to become procurers 
of evil desire.4 Recognitions of Clement 
7.1.37.5

9:45 It Is Better for You to Enter Life 
Lame Than with Two Feet to Be Thrown 
into Hell 

Hell Is Not a Hyperbole. Basil: Do not 
think that I am threatening you with false gob-
lins like some mother or nurse, as they are 
accustomed to do with small children. When-
ever the children wail wildly and incessantly, 
they put the children to silence by means of 
bogus tales. But these things I am telling you 
are not a fiction. Rather, they are true reason 
publicly proclaimed with a straightforward 
voice. Homilies 5, Sayings for a time of 
Hunger and Thirst 2.6

9:47 If Your Eye Causes You to Sin

1Augustine is asking why  “it would be better for him” is repeated 
three times.   2Cetedoc 0313, 48.21.9.16; NPNF 1 2:461. 3The 
Clementina is a collection of writings erroneously ascribed to Clem-
ent of Rome.   4Cf. Mt 6:23.   5GCS 15:215; ANF 8:165*. To follow 
the command literally would be to deny it.   6TLG 2040.024, 
31.328.27-33.
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The Collusion of the Eye with Sin. 
Salvian the Presbyter:  Knowing that the 
lights of the eyes are like windows to our 
hearts, and that all corrupt desires enter us 
through the eyes, as if through a natural crev-
ice, our Lord asks us to veil them from wander-
ing about, in order to resist the spreading of 
their toxic illusions, so those illusions will not 
take ever firmer root in our hearts, having first 
budded in the eye.7 On the Governance of 
God 3.8.8

9:48a Their Worm Does Not Die

The Syndrome of Unawareness. Chrysos-
tom: Christ has killed and buried your former 
transgressions, like worms. How then is it that 
you have bred others? For sins that harm the soul 
are more deadly than worms which harm the 
body. And they make a more offensive stench.9 
Yet we do not even perceive their rankness, and 
so we sense no urgency to purge them out. So 
the drunkard fails to recognize how disgusting 
stale wine is, while one who is sober perceives 
the difference easily. So with sins: one who lives 
soberly sees easily the mire and the stain, but one 
who gives himself up to wickedness, like one 
made drowsy with drunkenness, does not even 
realize that he is ill. This is the worst aspect of 
evil, that it does not allow those who fall into it 
even to see the seriousness of their own diseased 
state, but as they lie in the mire, they think they 
are enjoying perfumes. So they do not have the 
slightest inclination to free themselves. And 
when full of worms they act like those who pride 
themselves in precious stones, exulting in them. 
For this reason they not only have no will to kill 
them, but they even nourish them, and multiply 
them in themselves, until they send them on to 
the worms of the age to come. The Epistle to 
the Romans, Homily 40.10

9:48b The Fire Is Not Quenched

Ordinary Fire and Eternal Fire. Gregory 
of Nyssa: Nor, too, does anything which 
afflicts the senses here equal in torment the 
future life of sinners. Even if we denote some of 
those torments by terms familiar to us here, the 
difference is not slight. When you hear the 
word  “fire,” you have been taught to think of it 
differently from ordinary fire, since a new fac-
tor is added. For that fire is not quenched, 
while experience has devised many ways to 
quench the fire we know. And there is a great 
difference between fire which is quenched and 
that which cannot be put out. They are, there-
fore, different, and not the same. Then again, 
when a person hears the word  “worm,” the 
analogy must not be misapplied directly from 
the creature we know to the eternal. For the 
addition of the phrase  “that does not die” sug-
gests the thought that this worm is not simply 
the creature we know. Address on Religious 
Instruction 40.11

Why Not Skip over Such Passages? Chry-
sostom:  This is no trivial subject of inquiry 
that we propose, but rather it concerns things 
most urgent, and about which many inquire: 
namely, whether hell fire has any end. For that 
it has no end Christ indeed declared when he 
said,  “Their fire shall not be quenched, and 
their worm shall not die.”12 Yes, I know a chill 
comes over you on hearing these things. But 
what am I to do? For this is God’s own com-
mand. . . . Ordained as we have been to the 
ministry of the word, we must cause our hear-
ers discomfort when it is necessary for them to 

7Cf. Sir 14:9. 8Cetedoc 0485, 3.8.37.64; GMI 227*.   9Chrysostom is 
puzzled by why sinners so love their sin and have no will to change.   
10NPNF 1 9:413*; TLG 2062.155, 60.490.38-58. 11LCC 3:325; 
TLG 2017.046, 40.77-89.   12Is 66:24.
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hear. We do this not arbitrarily but under com-
mand. Homilies on First Corinthians 9.1.13

Disciplinary Rejection—Temporary and 
Eternal. Caesarius of Arles:  If today one 
is cast out of the assembly of this church 
because of some enormity, in how much grief 
and tribulation will his soul be?14 If it causes 
unbearable pain to be thrown out of this 
church, where the one who is rejected can eat 
and drink and speak with others and has the 
hope of being called back, how much more pain 
will there be if, because of his sins, one is sepa-
rated from that church which is in heaven, and 
eternally separated from the assembly of the 
angels and the company of all the saints? For 
such a person it will not be enough punishment 
for him to be cast away, but in addition he will 
be shut out into the night, to be consumed by 
an eternal fire. One whose impenitent behavior 
has warranted his being finally shut out of that 
heavenly Jerusalem will not only be deprived of 
divine fellowship, but will also suffer the flames 
of hell,  “where there is weeping and gnashing 
of teeth,”15 where there will be the wailing of 
lamentation without any remedy, where the 
worm does not die, and the fire is not extin-
guished;16 where death would be sought as an 
end to torment, and not found. Sermons 
227.4.17

9:50 Have Salt in Yourselves

The Meaning of Salt. Methodius: Accord-
ing to levitical law,18 every gift, unless it be sea-
soned with salt, is forbidden to be offered as an 
oblation to the Lord God. Now the whole spir-

itual meditation of the Scriptures is given to us 
as salt which stings in order to benefit. With-
out this disinfection, it is impossible for a soul, 
by means of reason, to be brought to the 
almighty. The Banquet of the Ten Virgins 
1.1.19

A Fit Pinch of Salt. Ephrem the Syrian: 
Glory be to God on high,
Who mixed his salt in our minds,
His leaven in our souls.
His body became bread,20

To quicken our deadness.
Hymns on the Nativity 2.21

Having Salt in Our Speech. Gregory the 
Great: When the counselor prepares himself 
for speaking, let him bear in mind with what 
diligent caution he ought to speak, lest, if he is 
too hurried in speaking, the hearts of hearers 
be struck with the wound of error. Desiring to 
seem wise, he may unwisely sever the bond of 
unity. It is for this reason that the One who is 
truth has said:  “Have salt in yourselves, and 
have peace one with another.”22 Now by salt is 
denoted the word of wisdom. Let him, there-
fore, who strives to speak wisely fear greatly, 
lest by his eloquence the integrity of his hearers 
be disturbed. Pastoral Care 4.12.23

13NPNF 1 12:49*; TLG 2062.156, 61.75.24-31, 32-34.   14Caesarius 
is asking how temporary disciplinary rejection within the church is 
to be compared with God’s final rejection of sin.   15Mt 22:13.   
16Mk 9:48.   17Cetedoc 1008, 104.227.4.1; FC 66:166*.   18Lev 2:13; 
Mk. 9:49-50.   19PG 18:40; ANF 6:311**.   20Cf Mt 26:26; Mk 
14:22; Lk 22:19.   21CSCO 186-187:21; NPNF 2 13:237.   22Mk 
9:50. 23Cetedoc 1712, 2.4.56; NPNF 2 12:12**.
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O N  D I V O R C E

M A R K  1 0 : 1 - 1 2

Overview: God could have provided an infi-
nite number of partners for Adam but gave him 
only one. Marriage is no burden when the two 
become equally one in all things, losing all, 
sharing all (Tertullian). The mystery of the 
joining of one man and one woman in one flesh 
is viewed by analogy to the joining of God and 
humanity in the incarnation (Origen). The 
biblical prototype of one flesh is the relation of 
Christ and the church (Augustine). Mean-
while, the tempter promotes a permissive view 
of divorce and remarriage (Clement of Alex-
andria, Athenagoras). The Lord’s teaching on 
divorce applies equally to men and women (Ba-
sil). Fornication evidences the failure of origi-
nal intent in the marriage. Four adulterers can 
emerge from the aftermath of one marriage of 
two previously married spouses (Augustine). 
Jesus was not vexed when he was challenged by 
deceptive questioners who hoped more for a 

gaffe than an answer (Origen).

10:2 To Test Him

Facing Deceptive Interrogation. Origen:  
Of those who came to Jesus and interrogated 
him, some put questions to him simply to trick 
him. If our glorious Savior was tested in this 
way, should any of his disciples called to teach be 
annoyed when questioned by some who probe, 
not from the desire to know, but from the intent 
to trip up? Commentary on Matthew 14.16.1

10:6 God Made Them Male and Female

The Law of Monogamy. Tertullian: I will 
call your attention to the law of monogamy. 
The very origin of the human race sanctions it.2 

1TLG 2042.030, 14.16.9-20; cf. ANF 9:505.   2Gen 1:27.   
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It is abundantly clear that God ordained it at 
the beginning as a pattern for posterity. For 
after he had made Adam, and had foreseen the 
necessity of providing a helpmate for him, he 
borrowed from his loins one alone.3 One 
woman only did he design for man. Exhorta-
tion to Chastity 5.4

10:8 The Two Shall Become One

Mutual Servants, Equally Serving. Ter-
tullian: Where are we to find language ade-
quately to express the happiness of that mar-
riage which the church cements, the oblation 
confirms, the benediction signs and seals, the 
angels celebrate, and the Father holds as 
approved? For all around the earth young peo-
ple do not rightly and lawfully wed without 
their parents’ consent.5 What kind of yoke is 
that of two believers who share one hope, one 
desire, one discipline, one service?6 They enjoy 
kinship in spirit and in flesh. They are mutual 
servants with no discrepancy of interests. Truly 
they are  “two in one flesh.”7 Where the flesh is 
one, the spirit is one as well. Together they 
pray, together bow down, together perform 
their fasts, mutually teaching, mutually 
entreating, mutually upholding. In the church 
of God they hold an equal place.8 They stand 
equally at the banquet of God, equally in crises, 
equally facing persecutions, and equally in 
refreshments. Neither hides anything from the 
other. Neither neglects the other. Neither is 
troublesome to the other.9 To His Wife 2.8.10

The One Flesh of Man and Woman. Ori-
gen:  For the Word of God is to be considered 
as being more in one flesh with the soul than a 
man is one flesh with his wife.11 But to whom is 
it more becoming to be also one spirit with 
God, than to this human soul which has so 

joined itself to God by love as that it may justly 
be said to be one spirit with God?12 On First 
Principles 2.6.3.13

The Bridegroom and the Bride.  Jacob of 
Sarug: In his mysterious plans the Father had 
destined a bride for his only Son and presented 
her to him under the guise of prophetic images. 
Moses appeared and with deft hand sketched a 
picture of bridegroom and bride but immedi-
ately drew a veil over it. In his book he wrote 
that a man should leave father and mother so as 
to be joined to his wife, that the two might in 
very truth become one. The prophet Moses 
spoke of man and woman in this way in order 
to foretell Christ and his church. With a 
prophet’s penetrating gaze he contemplated 
Christ becoming one with the church through 
the mystery of water.14 He saw Christ even 
from the virgin’s womb drawing the church to 
himself, and the church in the water of baptism 
drawing Christ to herself. Bridegroom and 
bride were thus wholly united in a mystical 
manner, which is why Moses wrote that the 
two should become one. . . . Wives are not 
united to their husbands as closely as the 
church is to the Son of God. What husband 
but our Lord ever died for his wife, and what 
bride ever chose a crucified man as her hus-
band? Who ever gave his blood as a gift to his 

3Gen 2:21-22.   4Cetedoc 0020, 5.1; GMI 235**; ANF 4:53**.   5The 
sacrificial offering of the Son in the Eucharist.   6Cf. Eph 4:4.   7Gen 
2:24; Mt 19:5; Eph 5:31.   8Cf. Rom 12:15; 15:6; Gal 3:28; 1 Cor 
12:12.   9Cf. Phil 1:27. The assumption of equality between women 
and men, their mutual self-disclosure and charity, is clearly 
expressed in this text.   10Cetedoc 0012, 2.8.37; ANF 4:48*.   11Cf. 
Gen 2:24.   12Cf. Deut 11:22; Rom 5:5; 1 Jn 2:5; 4:7-16.   13Cetedoc 
0198E(A) 2.6.3; ANF 4:282*. Through faith the human soul joins 
itself to God by love so as to become one spirit in a unity even more 
profound than that of husband and wife. The joining of one man 
and one woman in one flesh is viewed in the light of the Incarna-
tion.   14Of baptism.   
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wife except the one who died on the cross and 
sealed the marriage bond with his wounds? 
Who was ever seen lying dead at his own wed-
ding banquet with his wife at his side seeking 
to console herself by embracing him? At what 
other celebration, at what other feast is the 
bridegroom’s body distributed to the guests in 
the form of bread? Death separates wives from 
their husbands, but in this case it is death that 
unites the bride to her beloved. Homilies.15

10:11 Whoever Divorces and Marries 

Another Commits Adultery

Which Remarried Party Is Accountable? 
Clement of Alexandria: Guilt in this does 
not attach merely to the man who divorces her. 
It attaches also to the man who takes her on, 
since he provides the starting point for the 
woman’s sin. Stromateis 2.23.16

Veiled Adultery. Athenagoras: We hold 
that a man should either remain as he is born 
or else marry only once. For a second marriage 
is a veiled adultery. A Plea Regarding 
Christians 33.17

Equal Application to Men and Women. 
Basil: This declaration of the Lord applies 
equally to man and woman. It prohibits depart-
ing from marriage except in the case of fornica-
tion.18 Letter 188, To Amphilochius 9.19

The Durability of the Bond. Augustine: 
”For a woman is bound, as long as her husband 
is alive.”20 As a consequence, therefore, the hus-
band is also bound, as long as his wife is alive. 
This bond renders any further union impossi-
ble without the implication of adultery. Hence, 
four adulterers are produced of necessity from 
the two marriages, if the wife remarries and the 
husband marries an adulteress. However, a 
more infamous adultery is imputed to the one 
who remarries after the dismissal of his wife for 
other than the cause of fornication. Matthew 
spoke of this type of adultery.21 Such a one is 
not the only one who commits adultery, but, as 
we read in Mark:  “Whoever puts away his wife 
and marries another, commits adultery against 
her; and if the wife puts away her husband, and 
marries another, she commits adultery.”22 
Adulterous Marriages 2.9.8.23

Whether Fornication Is an Exception. 
Augustine: God created marriage. As the 
union is from God, so divorce is from the devil. 
But one is allowed to divorce a wife in case of 
fornication for the precise reason that one 
never originally wished to have a wife who has 
not preserved conjugal fidelity to her husband. 
Tractate on John 9.2.2.24

15JF B 122-23; MS 1:78, 80.   16FC 85:254*; TLG 0555.004, 
2.23.146.3.1-2; cf. ANF 2:379. Accountability is broadly shared by 
all parties in the breaking up a marriage.   17LCC 1:337.   18Cf. Mt 
5:31-32; 19:9; Mk 10:11-12; Lk 16:18; Rom 7:2-3; 1 Cor 7:10-11. 
19TLG 2040.004, 188.9.1-4; FC  28:19**.   201 Cor 7:39.   21Cf. Mt 
19:9.   22Mk 10:11-12.   23Cetedoc 0302, 2.9.8.391.12; FC 
27:111. 24Cetedoc 0278, 9.2.9; FC 78:195*.
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L E T  T H E  C H I L D R E N  C O M E  T O  M E

M A R K  1 0 : 1 3 - 1 6

Overview:  The ancient Christian exegetes re-
peatedly celebrated the way in which children 
are welcomed and blessed by the Lord (Cyp-
rian, Augustine). In this way the reception of 
preparatory or prevening grace begins from in-
fancy (Basil). Those who come to the Lord 
who have not yet exercised the use of free will 
are not yet held accountable for voluntary acts 
that befit repentance (Augustine).

10:13 They Were Bringing Children to 

Him, That He Might Touch Them

Who Is Exempt from Repentence? August-
ine: When any people, you see, who are already 
of an age to make free decisions of will, approach 
the sacraments of the faithful, they cannot begin 
the new life unless they repent of the old. It’s 
only babies that are exempt from this kind of 
repentance when they are baptized; after all they 
are not yet capable of making free choices.

However, the faith of those who present 
them for baptism can avail them for sanctifica-
tion and the remission of original sin; thus 
whatever defilement of wrongdoing they may 
have contracted through others, of whom 
they have been born, they can be purged of it 
through the interrogation of these others and 
the replies they give. Sermon 351.2.1

10:14 Let the Children Come to Me

Whether Remission Is Granted to Chil-
dren Who Afterward Believe. Cyprian:
Even to the foulest offenders, when they after-
ward believe, remission of sin is granted.2 On 
this premise no one is prohibited from baptism 
and grace.3 How much more should an infant 
be admitted, who, just born, has not sinned in 
any respect, except that, being born of the flesh 
according to Adam, has in his first birth con-
tracted the contagion of the ancient deadly 
nature.4 Would not such a child obtain remis-
sion of sins with the less difficulty, because not 
his own actual guilt, but that of another, is to 
be remitted? Our sentence therefore, dearest 
brother, in the Council5 was that none by us 
should be prohibited from baptism and the 
grace of God, who is merciful and kind to all.6

Letter 58.7

When the Reception of Grace Begins.  
Basil: The apostle praised one [Timothy] who

1Cetedoc 0284, 351.39.1537.13; WSA 3 10:120.  In Augustine’s 
days, the baptismal rite included the interrogation of those to be 
baptized about the faith. When the infants were baptized, their 
parents or godparents answered the questions for them.   2Cf. Acts 
10:43.   3Cf. Mk 16:16; 1 Cor 12:13.   4Cf. Rom 5:12. 5Council of 
Carthage, A.D. 254.   6Acts 2:38-39.   7Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.16.7; Ad 

Fidum 5-6; GMI 239; ANF 5:354.   
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had known the holy Scripture from infancy.8 

He also instructed that children be reared  “in 
the discipline and correction of the Lord.”9 So 
we consider every time of life, even the very 

earliest, suitable for receiving persons into the 
community of faith. The Long Rules 15.10

T H E  R I C H  Y O U N G  M A N

M A R K  1 0 : 1 7 - 2 2

Overview: The text portrays Jesus not merely 
as teacher of the law but as Lord of the law 
(Hilary of Poitiers). The proximate goodness 
of any creature is best grasped in relation to the 
incomparable goodness of the triune God (Ori-
gen). Where the incarnation is misunderstood, 
the human scales of goodness are likely to be 
misleading. Jesus would not have rejected the 
designation of goodness if it had been ad-
dressed to him as incarnate Lord. The young 
man questioned the giver of eternal life on a 
false premise, that of neglecting that he is in-
deed God incarnate (Hilary of Poitiers, Jer-
ome). This skewed assumption of the 
questioner colored the reply (Hilary of Poit-
iers). One who does not receive Christ as Lord 

is not in any proper position to address him as 
merely a good teacher ( Jerome). He is none 
other than the source and ground of all good 
who asks,  “Why do you call me, in human 
terms, ‘good’?” (Origen). The term good is here 
applied absolutely to God and only derivatively 
to created goods (Gregory of Nazianzus). 
God is uniquely good, being good in a way that 
cannot be diminished (Augustine). Temporal 
beings are good only by participation in the 
eternal goodness of God (Bede). The whole-
ness of God’s goodness cannot be ascribed di-
rectly to some partial good in creation 
(Pseudo-Dionysius). The incarnate Lord him-
self enacts the good in an incomparably com-
plete way by offering himself as veritable 

82 Tim 3:15.   9Eph 6:4.  10FC 9:264*; TLG 2040.048, 31.952.13-18.
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mediator of divine goodness to human history 
(Hilary of Poitiers). Grace does not coerce 
the will but cooperates with human willing 
(Clement of Alexandria). Those not yet 
ready to follow the command to radical respon-
siveness to grace do well at least to follow the 
command of the law that is addressed to those 
struggling at preliminary levels of responsive-
ness to the divine command (Caesarius of 
Arles). The young man went away sad because 
he remained trapped in his own earthly desires 
(Augustine).

10:17 What Must I Do to Inherit Eternal 
Life?

The False Premise of the Question. 
Hilary of Poitiers: The young man became 
arrogant through the observance of the law. He 
did not recognize that the consummation of the 
law is Christ.1 He assumed he could be justified 
by works.2 He was not aware that Jesus had 
come for the lost sheep of the house of Israel,3 
and that the law could not save except through 
justifying faith.4 He questioned the Lord of the 
law and the only begotten God as if he were an 
ordinary teacher of precepts that were written 
down in the law. Hence, the Lord rejected this 
declaration of a spurious faith, because the 
question was put to him as if he were merely a 
teacher of the law. He replied:  “Why do you 
call me good?”5 In order to make known how 
much he was to be recognized and acknowl-
edged as good, he declared:  “No one is good but 
God only.”6 He would not have rejected the 
attribute of goodness if it had been attributed 
to him as God. On the Trinity 9.16.7

10:18a Why Do You Call Me Good?

On Rightly Naming the Good. Ephrem 

the Syrian: The rich man called Jesus  “good,”8 
as if he were offering him a favor, just as some 
favor others with honorary titles. [The Lord] 
fled from that by which people favored him, so 
that he might show that he had received this 
goodness from the Father through nature and 
generation, and not [merely] in name.  “Only 
one is good,”9 [he said], and did not remain 
silent, but added,  “the Father,” so that he might 
show that the Son is good in just the way that 
the Father is good. Commentary on Tatian’s 
Diatessaron.10

Later Errors Echo the Same False 
Premise. Hilary of Poitiers: He who is by 
nature God of God must possess the nature of 
his origin, which God possesses. The indistin-
guishable unity of a living nature cannot be 
divided by the birth of a living nature.11 But the 
troublers of church unity, under cover of the 
saving confession of the gospel faith, are sub-
versively trying to take captive the truth by 
undermining it. By forcing their own interpre-
tations on words spoken with other meanings 
and intentions, they are robbing the Son of his 
distinctive unity [with the Father].12 On the 
Trinity 9.2.13

How the Skewed Premise Shapes the 
Reply. Hilary of Poitiers: A complete 
understanding of the reply must come from the 
reason that prompted the question, for the 
answer will be directed to the matter that led to 

1Cf. Rom 10:4; Gal 3:13.  2Cf. Rom 4:5; Gal 2:16.  3Cf. Mt 10:6; 
15:24.  4Cf. Acts 13:39; Rom 3:20; Gal 2:16;.  5Mk 10:18; Lk 18:19.  
6Mk 10:18; Lk 18:19.  7Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.16.7; FC 236-37**.  
8Mk 10:17; Lk 18:18.  9Mt 19:17; cf. Mk 10:18; Lk 18:19.  10Leloir 
1963:140; JSSS 2:229-30**.  11Cf. Mt 16:15-16; Jn 1:1-18; Gal 4:4. 
12Cf. 2 Pet 2—3.  13Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.2.1; NPNF 2 9:155**. 
This false premise is analogous to misleading theories of heretics, 
among them the Arians and the Modalists. 
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the inquiry. . . . He voiced his objection to the 
title of  “good master” in such a way as to chal-
lenge the faith of the questioner rather than the 
designation of himself as a master or as good. 
On the Trinity 9.2.14

The Overturning of the Premise in the 
Question.  Jerome:  The question is some-
thing like a priest who, while inwardly despis-
ing his bishop, yet continues to address him 
openly as  “bishop.” Whereupon the bishop 
answers,  “To you I am not the bishop; you may 
leave my presence.” Homily 53.15

10:18b No One Is Good but God Alone

The Incomparable Goodness of the Son. 
Origen: There is no other secondary good-
ness existing in the Son than that which is in 
the Father. So the Savior himself rightly says 
in the Gospel that  “none is good save one, 
God the Father.”16 The purpose of this state-
ment is to make it understood that the Son is 
not of some other ancillary  “goodness,” but of 
that alone which is in the Father; whose image 
he is rightly called. For he neither springs 
from any other source than from original 
goodness itself (if  that were so, there would 
seem to be a different goodness in the Son 
from that which is in the Father), nor has the 
goodness that is in him any dissimilarity or 
divergence from that of the Father.17 Accord-
ingly we ought not to imagine that there is 
some kind of blasphemy in the saying that  
“none is good save one, God the Father.”18 
These words are not to be taken as a denial 
that either Christ or the Holy Spirit is good. 
But, as we said before, the original goodness 
must be believed to reside in God the Father, 
and from him both the Son and Holy Spirit 
undoubtedly draw into themselves the nature 

of that goodness existing in the font from 
which the one is born and the other pro-
ceeds.19 If then there are any other things 
called good in the Scriptures such as an 
angel,20 or a man,21 or a servant,22 or a trea-
sure,23 or a good heart,24 or a good tree,25 all 
these are so called by an inexact use of the 
word, since the goodness contained in them is 
accidental and not essential. On First Prin-
ciples 1.2.13.26

Defining the Good. Origen: The good, 
then, is the same as the one who incompara-
bly is. Over against good is evil or wicked-
ness. Over against the one who incomparably 
is, is merely that which is not. So it follows 
that evil and corruption are, finally, that 
which becomes nothing.27 This, perhaps, is 
what has led some to affirm that the devil is 
not created by God.28 In respect that he is the 
devil he is not the work of God, but he who is 
the devil is a created being, and as a creature 
nonetheless remains a work of God, since 
there is nothing created that is not created by 
God. Think of it this way: A murderer is not 
a work of God insofar as he murders, while 
we may still say that insofar as he is a human 
being, God made him. Commentary on John 
2.7.29

14Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.15.12 and 62A.9.16.5; FC 25:335**. The 
motivation of the questioner is what is in question.  15Cetedoc 
0592, 142.66; FC 48:379**.  16Mk 10:18; Lk 18:19.  17Cf. Jn 10:30.  
18Mk 10:18; Lk 19:19.  19Cf. Jn 3:16; 15:16.  20Cf. Tob 5:21; 2 Macc 
11:6; 15:23.  21Cf. Ps 37:23; 112:5; Prov 12:2; Mt 12:35; Acts 11:24.  
22Cf. Sir 7:21; Lk 19:17.  23Cf. Tob 4:9; Lk 6:45.  24Cf. Jdt 8:28; Wis 
1:1; Sir 26:4; Lk 8:15.  25Cf. 2 Kings 3:19; Mt 7:17-19; Lk 6:43.  
26OBP 154-57; OFP 27-28**. 27In the sense that their evil depends 
upon something good and is a deprivation of that good.  28Cf. Eph 
3:9.  29ANF 9:330*, TLG 2042.005, 2.13.96.3-97.7. To view the 
greatest good, God incarnate, only by the measurements of crea-
turely goods is to miss the good. The wickedness of the devil must 
not be linked to his creatureliness as such but to his will to do evil.  
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Complete Goodness Belongs to God 
Alone. Gregory of Nazianzus:  The words,  
“None is good”30 are a reply to the young ruler 
who was testing him and had borne witness to 
his goodness as a human being. Consummate 
goodness, he meant, belongs to God alone, 
though the word  “good” can be derivatively 
applied to human beings.31 Oration 30, On 
the Son 13.32

God’s Goodness Distinguished from 
Other Goods. Augustine: God, therefore, 
is uniquely good, and this he cannot lose. 
He is good. He is not good by sharing in any 
other good, because the good by which he 
is good is himself. But, when a finite human 
being is good, his goodness derives from 
God, because he cannot be his own good. 
All who become good do so through his 
Spirit. Our nature has been created to at-
tain to him through acts of its own will. If 
we are to become good, it is important for us 
to receive and hold what he gives, who is 
good in himself. Letter 153, To Macedo-
nius.33

No Part Is Wholly Good. Pseudo-Diony-
sius: It is the entire divine reality which is 
adored in Scripture, as that absolute goodness 
defines and reveals itself to be.34 How else are 
we to understand the sacred Word of God 
when it declares that the deity, speaking of 
itself, had this to say:  “Why do you ask me 
about what is good? No one is good but God 
alone.”35 I have discussed all this elsewhere, 
how in Scripture all the names appropriate to 
God are praised regarding the whole, entire, 
full, and complete divinity rather than any 
aspect of it. They all refer indivisibly, abso-
lutely, unreservedly and totally to God in his 
entirety. The Divine Names 2.1.36

Good by Participation. Bede: It is only by 
participation in the divine goodness that a 
rational creature is capable of becoming good.37 
Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 11.4.38

10:19 You Know the Commandments

Commands That Lead to Life.  Augustine: 
The rich man asked the good teacher what he 
should do to gain eternal life.39 He regarded the 
good teacher as a man and nothing more (as 
distinct from the assumption that He is good 
as God incarnate). Hear the good teacher 
respond to him: if he wishes to enter into life, 
he should keep the commandments; that he 
should remove from himself the bitterness of 
malice and wickedness; that he should not kill, 
or commit adultery, or steal, or bear false wit-
ness, in order that dry land40 may appear and 
bring forth the honor of mother and father and 
the love of our neighbor.41 Confessions 
13.19.42

30 Mk 10:18; Lk 18:19.  31Cf. Ps 37:23; 112:5; Prov 31:10-31; Acts 
11:24.  32TLG 2022.010, 13.15-18; FGFR 271*. Good can be deriva-
tively applied to human beings only by primarily being applied to 
God.  33Cetedoc 0262, 153.44.5.409.6; FC 20:289*. God is good in a 
way that cannot be diminished or lost, while human willing partici-
pates proximately in God’s goodness through divine grace.  34The 
issue is whether the term good is applied to God according to the 
wholeness of divine goodness or some particular aspect of it.  35Mk 
10:18; Lk 18:19.  36TLG 2798.004, 122.1-10; CWS 58*. The whole-
ness of God’s goodness cannot be ascribed directly to some partial 
good in creation.  37Cf. Phil 2:13; Heb 13:20-21.  38Cetedoc 1367, 
2.14.233; HOG 2:132. Humans are good by participation in the eter-
nal goodness of God. 39Cf. Mt 19:16; Mk 10:17; Lk 18:18.  40The 
allusion is to the dry land of the exodus (cf. Ex 14:29). Augustine’s 
reference to dry land is illumined by his earlier comment in the Con-

fessions:  “before the Lord says to us: Wash yourselves clean, spare me 
the sight of your busy wickedness, of your wrong-doing take farewell 
[Is 1:16-18], so that the dry land may appear.” See Augustine, Confes-

sions (New York: Penguin, 1961), 326 (13.19). Cf. Neh 9:11; Ps 66:6; 
Heb 11:29. 41Cf. Mt 19:17-19; Mk 10:19; Lk 18:20.  42Cetedoc 
0251, 13.19.6; FC 21:429**.
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10:20 All These I Have Observed from My 
Youth

Rationalizing Observance. Jerome:  He 
who declared that he had observed all the com-
mandments had already yielded to the power of 
riches from the very outset. Letter 118, To 
Julian.43

Feigned Responsiveness. Augustine:  But 
the young man went away sad, so anyone can 
see how far he kept those commandments of 
the law. I think he spoke with more pride than 
truth when he answered that he had kept them. 
Letter 157, To Hilarius.44

10:21a Go, Sell What You Have and Give 
to the Poor

How Wealth Obstructs Discipleship. 
Jerome: This is why those who are rich find it 
hard to enter the kingdom of heaven.45 For it is 
a kingdom which desires for its citizens a soul 
that soars aloft free from all ties and hin-
drances.  “Go your way,” the Lord said,  “and 
sell” not a part of your substance but  “all that 
you have, and give to the poor”;46 not to your 
friends or kinsfolk or relatives, nor to your wife 
or to your children. . . . When once you have 
put your hand to the plough, you must not look 
back.47 When once you stand on the housetop, 
you must think no more of your clothes within. 
To escape your Egyptian mistress,48 you must 
abandon the cloak that belongs to this world. 
Even Elijah, in his quick translation to heaven 
could not take his mantle with him, but left in 
the world the garments of the world.49 Letter 
118, To Julian.50

Inward Intent.  Augustine: I who write this 
have greatly loved the total devotion of which 

the Lord spoke when he once said to the rich 
young man:  “Go, sell what you have and give to 
the poor, and come, follow me.”51 I have so 
loved it that I have indeed acted upon it myself, 
not by my own strength but by his assisting 
grace. The apostles were the first to follow in 
the practice of this complete self-giving.52 One 
who gives up both what one owns and what 
one desires to own, gives up the whole world. 
Letter 157, To Hilarius.53

Full Obedience. Caesarius of Arles: What 
that man heard, most beloved, we, too, have 
heard. The gospel of Christ is in heaven, but it 
does not cease to speak on earth. Let us not be 
dead to him, for he thunders. Let us not be deaf, 
for he shouts. If you are unwilling to commit to 
full obedience, do what you can. But here is the 
radical divine requirement:  “Sell all that you 
have, and give to the poor; and come, follow 
me.”54 The lesser road of the law says: You shall 
not kill, you shall not commit adultery, you shall 
not seek false witness, you shall not steal, honor 
your father and mother, and love your neighbor 
as yourself.”55 Sermons 153.1.56

43Cetedoc 0620, 118.55.4.439.17;  NPNF 2 6:222**. He was not 
ready to observe the commands he said he observed. 44Cetedoc 
0262, 157.44.4.474.21; FC 20:342. 45Cf. Mt 19:24; Mk 10:25; Lk 
18:25. 46Mt 19:21; Mk 10:21; Lk 18:22.  47Lk 9:62.  48Gen 39:12.  
492 Kings 2:11, 13.  50Cetedoc 0620, 118.55.4.439.18; NPNF 2 
6:222*. The call to discipleship is simple and unconditional.  51Mt 
19:21; Mk 10:21; Lk 18:22. 52They had no riches to give up, but 
the value of their response did not depend quantitatively upon how 
much wealth they gave up. The quantity of how much one gives up 
does not determine the worthiness of the act. One who having 
nothing gives up little is not less worthy than one who having much 
gives up all. Cf. Mt 4:18-22; Mk 2:14.  53Cetedoc 0262, 
157.44.4.485.15; FC 20:352**. Note that the command is to give up 
not only what one has but also what one desires to have.  54Mt 
19:21; Mk 10:21; Lk 18:22.  55Mt 19:18-19; Mk 10:19; Lk 18:20.  
56Cetedoc 1008, 104.153.1.12; FC 47:337**. Greater and lesser 
commands are distinguishable.  
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10:21b Follow Me

Performing the Good. Hilary of Poitiers: 
He exercises the duties of goodness when he 
opens the treasures of heaven57 and becomes 
himself a guide to them. He abhors whatever is 
offered to him merely as a man. Yet he makes it 
clear that he is no stranger to those qualities 
attributed to God. While recognizing the one 
God as good, he himself speaks of and per-
forms those very actions which are characteris-
tic of the incomparable power, goodness and 
nature of God. On the Trinity 9.17.58

10:22 He Went Away Sorrowful

God Saves Only the Willing. Clement of 
Alexandria: God provides a fairer wind59 for 
more willing souls. But if they early abandon 
their eagerness, the wind which God provides 
is thereby obstructed. For to save the unwilling 
is an act of compulsion. But to save the willing 
is the act of one showing grace. Salvation of 
the Rich Man 21.60

Whether Jesus Was Harsh Toward 
Riches. Tertullian: The rich man followed 
his own counsel, having rejected the precept of 
dividing his resources with the needy. He was 

abandoned by the Lord to his own opinion.61 
There is no justification for applying the term  
“harshness” on this account to describe Christ. 
For each individual free will is able to choose to 
defile itself.  “Behold, I have set before you 
good and evil.”62 Choose that which is good. If 
you cannot because you will not (for he has 
shown that you can if you will, because he has 
proposed each to your free will) you ought to 
depart from him whose will you elect not to do. 
On Monogamy 14.63

The Burden of Choice. Augustine: He did 
not follow. He just wanted a good teacher, but 
he questioned who the teacher was, and 
scorned the identity of the One64 who was 
teaching.  “He went away sad,” bound up in his 
desires.  “He went away sad,” carrying a great 
burden of possessiveness upon his shoulders.65 
Tractate on John 34.8.66

57Cf. Mt 19:21; Lk 18:22.   58Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.17.10; FC 
25:337**. The incarnate Lord himself enacts the good in an incompa-
rably good way by offering himself as mediator of goodness.  
59Cooperates spiritually.   60TLG 0555.006, 21.1.2-3.1; cf. ANF 
2:597. God’s grace is not another form of compulsion.   61Mt 19:16-
22; Mk 10:17-22; Lk 18:18-27.   62Deut 11:26-28; 30:1, 15, 19; Josh 
24:15.  63Cetedoc 0028, 14.45; ANF 4:71* 64The uniquely good one.  
65Mt 19:22; Mk 10:22.   66Cetedoc 0278, 34.8.11; FC 88:66-67**.  
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O N  R I C H E S

M A R K  1 0 : 2 3 - 3 1

Overview: By merely having wealth one tends 
to love it inordinately. Hence the rich find faith 
exceptionally hard (Augustine). Yet Christian-
ity does not leave the wealthy in despair (Clem-
ent of Alexandria). If one is able in the midst 
of wealth to turn from its powerful mystique so 
as to exercise self-control, seeking God alone, 
one may yet remain unwounded by it (Clem-
ent of Alexandria). The poor do not thereby 
have an absolutely privileged position over the 
rich with respect to salvation (Caesarius of 
Arles). Richness in virtue is greater than rich-
ness in worldly goods (Salvian the Presby-
ter). Just as readiness to give up wealth is 
required, so is readiness to give up those most 
dear to us, our family, insofar as they may be an 
obstacle to our salvation (Clement of Alexan-
dria). Those who seek to live the life of faith 
are blessed with the gift of a worldwide family 
beyond that natural family from which they 
came ( John Cassian). Nothing is impossible to 
God except that which is contrary to God’s na-
ture (Theodoret of Cyr).

10:23 For Those Who Have Riches

The Rich Need Not Despair. Clement of 
Alexandria:  Let this teach the prosperous 

that they are not to neglect their own salvation, 
as if they had been already foredoomed, nor, on 
the other hand, to cast wealth into the sea, or 
condemn it as a traitor and an enemy to life, but 
learn in what way and how to use wealth and 
obtain life. Salvation of the Rich Man 27.1

Whether in Merely Having Wealth One 
Tends to Love It Inordinately. August-
ine: Such, O my soul, are the miseries that 
attend on riches. They are gained with toil and 
kept with fear. They are enjoyed with danger 
and lost with grief. It is hard to be saved if we 
have them; and impossible if we love them; and 
scarcely can we have them, but we shall love 
them inordinately. Teach us, O Lord, this diffi-
cult lesson: to manage conscientiously the 
goods we possess, and not covetously desire 
more than you give to us. Letter 203.2

Whether the Poor Have a Decisive 
Advantage over the Rich. Caesarius of 
Arles: The rich man  “went away sad,” as you 
have heard, and the Lord says:  “With what dif-
ficulty will they who have riches enter the king-

1ANF 2:599*; TLG 0555.006, 27.1.2-2.1.  2Cetedoc 0262, 
203.57.316.1; GMI 247-48.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+10%3A23-31&version=RSV
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dom of God!”3 At length the disciples became 
very sad when they heard this and they said:  “If 
this is so, who then can be saved?”4 Rich and 
poor, listen to Christ: I am speaking to God’s 
people. Most of you are poor, but you too must 
listen carefully to understand. And you had 
best listen even more intently if you glory in 
your poverty. Beware of pride, lest the humble 
rich surpass you. Beware of wickedness, lest 
the pious rich confound you. Beware of drunk-
enness, lest the sober excel you. Sermons 
153.2.5

The Riches Most to Be Desired. Salvian 
the Presbyter: Note what kind of riches it is 
that God loves. Note what wealth does he 
demand that we should store up for children. 
Note what possessions he especially orders us 
to guard: faith, fear of God, modesty, holiness, 
and discipline. Nothing earthly, nothing base, 
nothing perishable or transitory. The Four 
Books of Timothy to the Church 1.4.6

10:25 Eye of a Needle

Whether the Rich Can Be Saved. Clem-
ent of Alexandria: The Savior by no means 
has excluded the rich on account of wealth 
itself, and the possession of property, nor 
fenced off salvation against them, if they are 
able and willing to submit their life to God’s 
commandments, and prefer them to transitory 
things. Let them look to the Lord with steady 
eye, as those who look toward the slightest nod 
of a good helmsman, what he wishes, what he 
orders, what he indicates, what signal he gives 
his mariners, where and when he directs the 
ship’s course. . . . If one is able in the midst of 
wealth to turn from its mystique, to entertain 
moderate desires, to exercise self-control, to 
seek God alone, and to breathe God and walk 

with God, such a man submits to the com-
mandments, being free, unsubdued, free of dis-
ease, unwounded by wealth. But if not,  “sooner 
shall a camel enter through a needle’s eye, than 
such a rich man reach the kingdom of God.”7 
Salvation of the Rich Man 26.8

On Passing Wealth to Children. Salvian 
the Presbyter: There is no compelling neces-
sity for you to store up large earthly treasures 
for your children. You would do better to make 
your offspring treasures of God than make 
them richer in worldly goods.9 The Four 
Books of Timothy to the Church 1.4.10

10:27 All Things Are Possible with God

Whether Anything Is Impossible for 
God. Theodoret of Cyr:
Ortho- The Lord God wishes nothing
dox inconsistent with his nature, and is 

able to do all that he wishes, and 
what he wishes is appropriate and 
agreeable to his own nature. . . .

Era- Nothing is impossible to almighty
nistes God.
Ortho. Then according to your definition 

sin is possible to almighty God?
Era. By no means.
Ortho. Why?
Era. Because he does not wish it.
Ortho. Why does he not wish it?
Era. Because sin is foreign to his nature.
Ortho. Then there are many things which 

he cannot do, for there are many 

3Mt 19:22-23; Mk 10:22-23.  4Mt 19:25; Mk 10:26; Lk 18:26.  
5Cetedoc 1008, 104.153.2.1; FC 47:338*.  6SC 176:152; FC 3:276**. 
Richness in virtue is greater than richness in worldly goods. 7Mt 
19:24; Mk 10:25; Lk 18:25.  8ANF 2:598-99*; TLG 0555.006, 
26.2.1-3.1, 6.1-8.1.  9Cf. Mt 6:19-21.  10SC 176:154; FC 3:277**. 
Offering children wealth without salvation is not a good economy. 
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kinds of transgression.
Era. Nothing of this kind can be wished 

or done by God.
Ortho. Nor can those things which are con-

trary to the divine nature. . . . But 
not to be able in any of these respects 
is proof not of weakness, but of infi-
nite power, and to be able would cer-
tainly be proof not of power but of 
impotence. 
Dialogue 3.11

10:29 There Is No One Who Has Left 
House or Brothers

The Spiritual Sense of Leaving the Fam-
ily. Clement of Alexandria:  Do not let this 
passage trouble you. Put it side by side with the 
still harder saying Jesus delivered in another 
place in the words,  “Whoever hates not father, 
and mother, and children, and his own life 
besides, cannot be my disciple.”12 Note that the 
God of peace, who exhorts us to love our ene-
mies, does not arbitrarily require us literally to 
hate or abandon those dearest to us. But if we 
are to love our enemies, it must be in accor-
dance with right reason that, by analogy we 
should also love our nearest relatives. . . . But 
insofar as one’s father, or son, or brother, 
becomes for you a hindrance to faith or an 
impediment to godly life, one should then not 
collude with that temptation. Attend to the 

spiritual, rather than the fleshly, meaning of the 
command. Salvation of the Rich Man 22.13

10:30 Receive a Hundredfold

Blessings Within of the New Family of 
God. John Cassian: For he who for the sake 
of Christ’s name distances himself from his 
particular beloved father or mother or child, 
and gives himself over to the purest love of all 
who serve Christ, will receive a hundred times 
the measure of brothers and kinsfolk.14 Instead 
of but one he will begin to have so many fathers 
and brothers bound to him by a still more fer-
vent and admirable affection. That this is so 
you can prove by your own experience, since 
you have each left but one father and mother 
and home, and as you have done so you have 
gained without any effort or care countless 
fathers and mothers and brothers, as well as 
houses and lands and most faithful servants, in 
any part of the world to which you go, who 
receive you as their own family, and welcome, 
and respect, and take care of you with the 
utmost attention. Conferences 3.24.26.15

11NPNF 2 3:219*; TLG 4089.002, 194.24-26; 195.10-19; 196.18-
20.  12Lk 14:26;  “hate” must be understood spiritually, not literally, 
in relation to the ordering of one’s earthly values so as not to make 
an idolatry of them.  13TLG 0555.006, 22.2.1-4.2, 7.1-4; cf. ANF 
2:597. Resist whatever is detrimental to salvation even if it means 
resisting one’s natural family. 14Cf. Mt 19:29; Mk 10:29-30; Lk 
18:29-30.  15Cetedoc 0512, 24.26.707.21; NPNF 2 11:544*.
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T H E  R E Q U E S T  O F  J A M E S  A N D  J O H N  

M A R K  1 0 : 3 2 - 4 5

Overview:  The text teaches that we are not to 
ask for privilege in the kingdom without readi-
ness to die for it (Chrysostom). The sons of 
Zebedee were not mistaken in recognizing that 
they were special recipients of his love, but they 
were mistaken in imagining that this would be 
without cost (Chrysostom, Bede). Only 
through humbling oneself does one come into 
the glory of the Lord (Augustine). The history 
of the martyrs demonstrates that many have 
been unreservedly willing to drink this same cup 
with the Lord, to suffer and die for the truth 
(Polycarp). Martyrdom itself is a type of bap-
tism, in which the love of the Father through the 
Son acts to bury the old life of sin and raise the 
believer into new life through the Holy Spirit 
(Chrysostom). As Christ rose effortlessly from 
water having been buried in it, so we rise with 

him having died to sin. He shared with us our 
punishment but not our sin (Augustine). His 
incomparable righteousness, sanctification, re-
demption and resurrection all become ours by 
faith (Gregory of Nazianzus). Without his in-
carnate humiliation, only the angels would have 
known his identity (Chrysostom).

10:33 The Chief Priests Will Condemn Him 
to Death and Deliver Him to the Gentiles

Under What Authority He Died.  Augus-
tine: In so speaking the Lord foreshadowed 
those by whose hand he would die. He does 
not mean here the death upon the cross as 
such, but that the Jews would deliver him up to 
the Gentiles, or, in other words, to the Ro-
mans. For Pilate was a Roman, and had been 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+10%3A32-45&version=RSV
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sent by the Romans into Judea as governor. 
Tractate on John 94.5.1

10:35a The Sons of Zebedee

The Plea for Privileged Position. Bede: 
They knew that among the disciples they were 
warmly loved by our Lord, that together with 
the blessed Peter they had often been informed 
of hidden mysteries of which the rest were 
unaware, as the text of the holy gospel frequently 
indicates.2 Thus a new name was given to them, 
just as it was to Peter. As the one who was for-
merly called Simon was given the name of Peter 
on account of the strength and firmness of his 
unassailable faith, so they were called 
Boane4rges, that is, sons of thunder,3 because 
they heard, along with Peter, the voice of the 
Father honoring the Lord,4 and they recognized 
the secrets of the mysteries more than the rest of 
the disciples. They sensed that they clung to our 
Lord with their whole heart and embraced him 
with the greatest love. So they did not disbelieve 
that it was possible that they would be sitting 
closely on either side of him in the kingdom, par-
ticularly when they saw that John, for his singu-
lar purity of mind and body, was held in such 
great love that he rested on his breast at supper.5 
Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 2.21.6

Their Plea Transcended. Bede: When the 
sons of Zebedee were seeking from Jesus seats 
in his kingdom, he at once called them to drink 
of his chalice,7 that is, to pattern themselves 
after the struggle of his suffering. Exposition 
on the Gospel of Mark 2.21.8

10:35b Do for Us Whatever We Ask

The Mistaken Premise of Their Request. 
Chrysostom: They were expecting him to 

enter into [the kingdom], but not to go to the 
cross and death. Even though they had heard it 
ten thousand times, they could not clearly 
understand. Since they had not gotten a clear 
and certain knowledge of his teachings, they 
thought that he was going to this visible king-
dom and would rule in Jerusalem. So the sons 
of Zebedee caught up with him on the road. 
They thought they had found the opportune 
moment. They put their request to him. They 
had broken away from the throng of the disci-
ples and, just as if the whole situation had 
turned out exactly as they wanted, they asked 
about the privilege of the first seats and about 
being first among the others.9 They asked for 
this because they assumed that everything was 
finished and the whole business was over and 
done with. They made their request because 
they thought that now was the time for crowns 
and rewards. On the Incomprehensible 
Nature of God 8.31.10

10:37 Grant Us to Sit

The Way to Loftiness. Augustine: Ponder 
how profound this is. They were conferring 
with him about glory. He intended to precede 
loftiness with humility and, only through 
humility, to ready the way for loftiness itself. 
For, of course, even those disciples who wanted 
to sit, the one on his right, the other on his left, 
were looking to glory.11 They were on the look-
out, but did not see by what way. In order that 
they might come to their homeland in due 
order, the Lord called them back to the narrow 

1Cetedoc 0278, 114.5.19; NPNF 1 7:422**.    2As in the transfigu-
ration narrative. Cf. Mt 17:1-3; Mk 5:37; 9:2-4; 14:33; Lk 8:51; 
9:28-30.  3Mk 3:16-17.  4Mt 17:5. 5Jn 13:23.  6Cetedoc 1367, 
2.21.42; HOG 2:212-13*.  7Cf. Mt 20:22; Mk 10:38.  8Cetedoc 
1367, 2.21.19; HOG 2:212*.  9Cf. Mk 10:35-37.  10TLG 2062.016, 
48.774.16-29; FC 72:225*.  11Mt 20:20-23; Mk 10:35-40.  
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way. For the homeland is on high and the way 
to it is lowly. The homeland is life in Christ; 
the way is dying with Christ.12 The way is suf-
fering with Christ; the goal is abiding with him 
eternally. Why do you seek the homeland if you 
are not seeking the way to it? Tractate on 
John 28.5.2.13

10:38a You Do Not Know What You Are 
Asking

An Untimely Request. Chrysostom: Do 
you see? They did not understand what they 
were asking for when they were talking to him 
about crowns and rewards and the privilege of 
the first seats and honors even before the con-
test had begun. Christ was communicating 
with them on two levels when he said:  “You do 
not know what you are asking for.”14 One was 
that they were talking about an earthly king-
dom and he had said nothing about this. There 
had been no announcement or promise about a 
visible kingdom on earth. The other was that, 
when they sought at this time the privilege of 
the first seats and the honors of heaven, when 
they wished to be seen as more illustrious and 
splendid than the others, they were not asking 
for these things at the right time. The timing 
was precisely wrong. For this was not the right 
time for crowns or prizes. It was the time for 
struggles, contests, toils, sweat, wrestling rings 
and battles. On the Incomprehensible 
Nature of God 8.32-33.15

10:38b Are You Able to Drink the Cup 
That I Drink?

The Willingness to Suffer for the 
Truth. Polycarp: I bless you, Lord, because 
you have deemed me worthy of this day and 
hour, to take my part in the number of the mar-

tyrs, in the cup of your Christ, for  “resurrec-
tion to eternal life”16 of soul and body in the 
immortality of the Holy Spirit; among whom 
may I be received in your presence this day as a 
rich and acceptable sacrifice, just as you have 
prepared and revealed beforehand and fulfilled, 
O you who are the true God without any false-
hood. The Martyrdom of Polycarp 14.17

The Meaning of the Cup.  Augustine: He 
meant, of course, the cup of humility and suf-
fering. Tractate on John 28.5.2.18

10:38c To Be Baptized with the Baptism 
with Which I Am Baptized

Sharers with Me. Chrysostom: This he 
calls a baptism, showing that from it the whole 
world would receive a great purification. Then 
they say to him:  “We can.” In the fervor of their 
spirit they promise immediately, not knowing 
what they said, but looking to obtain that 
which they were asking. . . . He foretold great 
things for them; that is, you shall be held wor-
thy of martyrdom, you shall suffer the things I 
have suffered, you shall end your life with a 
death from violence, and in this also you shall 
be sharers with me. The Gospel of St. Mat-
thew, Homily 65.19

The Grace Offered in Baptism. Chrysos-
tom: For when we immerse our heads in the 
water, the old humanity is buried as in a tomb 

12Cf. Mt 6:25; Mk 8:35; Lk 9:24; 17:33.   13Cetedoc 0278, 28.5.15; 
FC 88:6-7**. 14Mt 20:22; Mk 10:38.  15TLG 2062.016, 48-774.33-
49; FC 72:225-26**.  16Cf. Jn 5:29; 6:54.  17TLG 1484.001, 14.2.1-7; 
LCC 1:154*. The martyrs gave their lives as evidence of the willing-
ness to drink the cup that the Lord himself drank. Polycarp deliv-
ered the definitive statement of this willingness.  18Cetedoc 0278, 
28.5.27; FC 88:7.  19TLG 2062.152, 58.619.53-620.1, 620.3-6; 
SSGF 1:413; PG 58-617.
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below, and wholly sunk forever. Then as we 
raise them again, the new humanity rises in its 
place. As it is easy for us to dip and to lift our 
heads again, so it is easy for God to bury the 
old humanity, and to lift up and display the 
new. And this is done three times, that you may 
learn that the power of the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Ghost20 fulfills all this. Homilies on 
John 25.2.21

Cross as Cup, Death as Baptism. Chrysos-
tom: Here Christ was calling his crucifixion a 
cup and his death a baptism.22 He called his 
cross a cup because he was coming to it with 
pleasure. He called his death a baptism because 
by it he cleansed the world. Not only on this 
account did he call his death a baptism but also 
because of the ease with which he would rise 
again. For just as one who is baptized in water 
easily rises up because the nature of the water 
poses no hindrance, so, too, Christ rose with 
greater ease because he had gone down into 
death. And this is why he calls his death a bap-
tism. On the Incomprehensible Nature of 
God 8.35.23

10:44 Whoever Would Be Great Among 
You Must Be Slave of All

What Lowliness Accomplished. Chrysos-
tom: He erased the curse,24 he triumphed over 
death,25 he opened paradise.26 He struck down 
sin, he opened wide the vaults of the sky, he 
lifted our first fruits27 to heaven, he filled the 
whole world with godliness. He drove out error, 
he led back the truth, he made our firstfruits 
mount to the royal throne. He accomplished so 
many good deeds that neither I nor all humanity 
together could set them before your minds in 
words.28 Before he humbled himself, only the 
angels knew him. After he humbled himself, all 

human nature knew him. You see how his hum-
bling of himself did not make him have less but 
produced countless benefits, countless deeds of 
virtue, and made his glory shine forth with 
greater brightness.29 God wants for nothing and 
has need of nothing. Yet, when he humbled him-
self, he produced such great good, increased his 
household, and extended his kingdom. Why, 
then, are you afraid that you will become less if 
you humble yourself? On the Incomprehensi-
ble Nature of God 8.46-47.30

10:45 To Give His Life as a Ransom for 
Many

Setting Free Captives. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: He is our sanctification, as him-
self being purity, that the pure may be encom-
passed by his purity.31 He is our redemption, 
because he sets us free who were held captive 
under sin,32 giving himself as a ransom for us,33 
the sacrifice to make expiation for the world.34 
He is our resurrection, because he raises up, 
and brings to life again, those who were slain 
by sin.35 Oration 30, On the Son 20.36

The Personal Relevance of His Act of 
Ransom. Ambrose: It is profitable to me to 
know that for my sake Christ bore my infirmi-
ties, submitted to the affections of my body, 

20Cf. Mt 28:19.  21NPNF 1 14:89*; TLG 2062.153, 59.151.14-23.  
22Cf. Mk 10:38. 23TLG 2062.016, 48.775.4-14; FC 72:226*.  24Gal 
3:10-13.  251 Cor 15:55-57; 2 Tim 1:10.  26Lk 23:43; 2 Cor 12:4.  271 
Cor 15:20.  28Cf. Jn 21:25.  29Cf. Phil 2:6-11.  30TLG 2062.016, 
48.777. 9-778.4; FC 72:231; cf. JF B 127; Homilies Against the 

Anomeans, OCJC 8.2, 253-54. Without his humiliation, only the 
angels would have known his identity. Humility produces surpris-
ing fruit in unexpected places.  31Cf. Tit 2:14. 32Cf. 2 Tim 2:26.  
33Cf. Mt 20:28; Mk 10:45.  34Cf. Heb 7:26-27; 9:24-26; 10:10-12.  
35Cf. Jn 6:40.  36LCC 3:192*; TLG 2022.010, 20.36-41. His incom-
parable righteousness, sanctification, redemption and resurrection 
are all ours.  
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that for me and for all he was made sin and a 
curse, that for me and in me was he humbled 
and made subject,37 that for me he is the lamb,38 
the vine,39 the rock,40 the servant,41 the Son of a 
handmaid,42 knowing not the day of judgment, 
for my sake ignorant of the day and the hour.43

On the Christian Faith 2.92.44

Canceling Sin. Augustine: He shared with 
us our punishment, but not our sin. Death is 

the punishment of sin. The Lord Jesus Christ 
came to die; he did not come to sin. By sharing 
with us the penalty without the sin, he can-
celed both the penalty and the sin.45 Sermons 
on the Liturgical Seasons, For the Eas-
ter Season, Sermon 231.2.46

B L I N D  B A R T I M A E U S  

R E C E I V E S  H I S  S I G H T

M A R K  1 0 : 4 6 - 5 2

Overview: The wretched helplessness of 
fallen humanity is seen symbolically in the 
blindness of Bartimaeus (Augustine). Grace 
calls for responsiveness on our part. God’s 
electing and assuring promise does not coerce 
our will or preempt free response (Chrysos-

tom). To follow him on the way is to take him 
as our pattern, receive nourishment from his 
grace, and let him be our ransom for sins (Au-
gustine).

10:46 The Son of Timaeus

37Cf. Heb 9:24-28.  38Cf. Jn 1:29, 36.  39Cf. Jn 15:1-5.  40Cf. 1 Cor 
10:4.  41Cf. Is 53:11; Mt 12:18; Phil 2:7.  42Cf. Lk 1:38.  43Cf. Mt 
24:36; Mk 13:32.  44Cetedoc 0150, 2.11.32; NPNF 2 10:236. 45Cf. 
2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15; 9:26-28; 10:1-18.  46Cetedoc 0284, 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+10%3A46-52&version=RSV
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The Fall from Loftiness. Augustine: 
Mark has recorded both the name of Barti-
maeus and of his father,1 a circumstance which 
scarcely occurs in all the many cases of healing 
which had been performed by the Lord. . . . 
Consequently there can be little doubt that this 
Bartimaeus, the son of Timaeus, had fallen 
from some position of great prosperity, and was 
now regarded as an object of the most notori-
ous and the most remarkable wretchedness, 
because, in addition to being blind, he had also 
to sit begging. Harmony of the Gospels 
2.65.2

10:51 What Do You Want Me to Do for 
You?

Willing the Healthy Way. Chrysostom: 
He will save assuredly;3 yet he will do so just in 
the way he has promised. But in what way has 
he promised?4 On our willing it, and on our 
hearing him. For he does not make a promise to 
blocks of wood.5 Homily on 2 Thessalo-
nians 3.4.6

10:52a And Immediately He Received His 
Sight

Adoration of the Light. Clement of 
Alexandria: The commandment of the Lord 
shines clearly, enlightening the eyes. Receive 
Christ, receive power to see, receive your light, 
that you may plainly recognize both God and 

man. More delightful than gold and precious 
stones, more desirable than honey and the hon-
eycomb is the Word that has enlightened us.7 
How could he not be desirable, who illumined 
minds buried in darkness, and endowed with 
clear vision  “the light-bearing eyes” of the soul? 
. . . Sing his praises, then, Lord, and make 
known to me your Father, who is God. Your 
Word will save me, your song instruct me. I 
have gone astray in my search for God; but now 
that you light my path, Lord, I find God 
through you, and receive the Father from you, I 
become co-heir with you, since you were not 
ashamed to own me as your brother. Let us, 
then, shake off forgetfulness of truth, shake off 
the mist of ignorance and darkness that dims 
our eyes, and contemplate the true God, after 
first raising this song of praise to him:  “All hail, 
O light!” For upon us buried in darkness, 
imprisoned in the shadow of death, a heavenly 
light has shone, a light of a clarity surpassing 
the sun’s, and of a sweetness exceeding any this 
earthly life can offer. Exhortation to the 
Greeks 11.8

1Cf. Mk 10:46. Augustine is asking about the implication of the 
curious fact that the father of the blind beggar is named.   2Cetedoc 
0273, 2.65.125.227.17; NPNF 1 6:159.  3Cf. Ps 145:19; Prov 20:22; 
Is 25:9; Zeph 3:17.  4The issue is, Does his electing and assuring 
promise coerce our will or preempt our free response?  5Is 1:19-20; 
Jn 5:40.  6TLG 2062.163, 62.493.5-9; GMI 263*. 7Cf. Ps 19:10.  
8TLG 0555.001, 11.113.1.9-3.1; 113.4.4-114.2.1; JF B 128-29*; SC 
2, 181-83. 
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T H E  E N T R Y  I N T O  J E R U S A L E M

M A R K  1 1 : 1 - 1 0

Overview: Zechariah had prophesied that the 
messianic king would come from a tiny village 
(Origen), meekly on a gentle donkey ( Justin 
Martyr, Ephrem the Syrian, Bede) as a sign of 
humility, a condescension of mercy. By this 
lowly means the king of ages would become the 
king of our souls.  “Hosanna” is a spontaneous 
expression of amazement at God’s saving work. 
By studying Scripture, the disciples gradually 
recognized its prophetic fulfillments (August-
ine).

11:2a Go into the Village

Comparing the Village to the Heavens. 
Origen: Note that the place where the ass was 
found tied was a village, and a village without a 
name. For in comparison with the great world 
in heaven, the whole earth is a village. Com-
mentary on John 18.1

11:2b Find a Colt

Why a Colt? Justin Martyr: It was foretold 
expressly that he would sit upon the foal of an 
ass and enter Jerusalem.2 First Apology 35.3

Zechariah’s Prophesy Fulfilled. Bede: 
Say to the daughter of Zion,  “Behold, your 
king will come to you, gentle, and sitting upon 
a donkey, and its foal, the offspring of a beast 
of burden.”4 The daughter of Zion is the 
church of the faithful, a figure of the heavenly 
Jerusalem, which is the mother of us all, of 
which there then existed a sizeable group 
among the people of Israel.5 They had a king 
who was gentle, for it was not God’s pleasure 
to give an earthly kingdom to the powerful, 
but a heavenly kingdom to the gentle. Homi-

1TLG 2042.005, 10.30.189.1-4; ANF 9:397-98**. Viewed in rela-
tion to eternity, this little unnamed village, the earth, is being
visited by the saving God.  2Zech 9:9.  3TLG 0645.001, 35.10.1-3; 
ANF 1:175.  4Zech 9:9; cf. Is 62:11; Mt 21:5.  5The gathered
ekkle4sia in Jerusalem of the first century. Cf. Jn 11:45.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+11%3A1-10&version=RSV
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lies on the Gospels 2.3.6

11:2c On Which No One Has Ever Sat

Why Unsat Upon? Origen: Here he seems to 
me to be hinting at the circumstance of those 
who afterwards would come to believe, but 
who as yet had never sat under the authority of 
the Word prior to Jesus’ coming. Commen-
tary on John 18.7

Beasts of Burden in the Messianic 
Drama. Ephrem the Syrian:   “Untie the 
donkey and bring it to me.”8 He began with a 
manger and finished with a donkey, in Bethle-
hem with a manger, in Jerusalem with a don-
key. Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessa-
ron.9

11:2d Untie It

Why Untie? Origen: Some interpret the 
tied-up ass as a reference to believers who come 
from the circumcision. They were being freed 
from many bonds by those who instructed 
them in the word.10 Commentary on John 
18.11

11:4 They Found a Colt Tied at the Door

Prefiguring the Passion. Justin Martyr: 
The prophecy,  “binding his foal to the vine, 
and washing his robe in the blood of the 
grape,”12 contained symbols of the things that 
were to happen to Christ, and of what he was 
to do. For the foal of an ass stood bound to a 
vine at the entrance of a village, and he 
ordered his disciples to bring it to him then. 
When it was brought, he mounted and sat 
upon it, and rode into Jerusalem, where the 
stately temple of the Jews was which you 

[Romans]13 have razed to the ground. After 
this he was crucified, in order that the rest of 
the prophecy be verified. For the words  
“washing his robe in the blood of the grape,” 
prefigured the passion he was to undergo, 
purifying with his blood those who believe in 
him.14 First Apology 31.15

Gradual Discovery of Prophetic Corre-
lations. Augustine: “His disciples did not 
understand this at first; but when Jesus was 
glorified, then they remembered that this had 
been written of him and had been done to 
him,”16 that is, when he had manifested the 
power of his resurrection. . . . In short, men-
tally comparing with the contents of Scripture 
what was accomplished both prior to and in the 
course of our Lord’s passion, they found this 
also in Scripture, that it was in accordance with 
the utterance of the prophets that he sat on an 
ass’s colt. Tractate on John 51.6.17

11:7 They Brought the Colt to Jesus and 
He Sat upon It

Embodying Humility.  Augustine: The 
master of humility is Christ who humbled him-
self and became obedient even to death, even 
the death of the cross.18 Thus he does not lose 
his divinity when he teaches us humility. . . . 
What great thing was it to the king of the ages 
to become the king of humanity? For Christ 
was not the king of Israel so that he might 

6Cetedoc 1367, 2.3.89;    HOG 2:26-27*.   7TLG 2042.005, 
10.32.207.2-4; cf. ANF 9:399.   8Mt 21:2; Mk 11:2.  9Leloir 
1963:204; JSSS 2:269.   10Cf. Acts 10:45.   11TLG 2042.005 
10.29.180.1-4; ANF 9:397-98**.   12Gen 49:10.   13The Romans 
destroyed the second temple in A.D. 70.   14Cf. Heb 9:14-28.   
15TLG 0645.001, 32.5.1-7.4; GMI 266*; cf. FC 6:69; ANF 1:173.   
16Jn 12:16.   17Cetedoc 0278, 51.6.1; NPNF 1 7:284*. The remem-
berers discovered some of these prophetic correlations only after 
the events had occurred.   18Phil 2:8.
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exact a tax or equip an army with weaponry 
and visibly vanquish an enemy. He was the king 
of Israel in that he rules minds, in that he gives 
counsel for eternity, in that he leads into the 
kingdom of heaven for those who believe, hope, 
and love. It is a condescension, not an advance-
ment for one who is the Son of God, equal to 
the Father, the Word through whom all things 
were made, to become king of Israel. It is an 
indication of pity, not an increase in power. 
Tractate on John 51.3-4.19

11:8a Many Spread Their Garments on the 
Road

Spreading the Heart Before Him. Meth-
odius: Instead of our garments, let us spread 
our hearts before him.20 Oration on the 
Palms 1.21

11:8b Others Spread Leafy Branches

The Tribute of Their Voices. Jerome: And 
others cut boughs . . . and strewed them in the 
way. They cut branches from the fruitbearing 
trees with which the Mount of Olives was 
planted, and spread them in the way; so as to 
make the crooked ways straight, and the rough 
ways smooth, that Christ the conqueror of sin 
might walk straightly and safely into the hearts 
of the faithful. . . . And when they had done all 
that was to be done by their hands, they offered 
also the tribute of their voices; and going before 

and following after they cry, not in a brief and 
wordless confession, but with all their might:  
“Hosanna to the son of David. Blessed is he 
that comes in the name of the Lord.” Homi-
lies 94.22

11:9 Hosanna!

Why Hosanna? Jerome: The boys in the Gos-
pel raised aloft their branches as the Savior 
entered Jerusalem. They kept on crying:  
“Hosanna.” . . . They borrowed these versicles 
from Psalm 117.23 Hosanna,moreover, is the 
Hebrew for  “O Lord, grant salvation!” Homi-
lies 94.24

The Meaning of the Exclamation. Augus-
tine: “Hosanna,” however, is a word of suppli-
cating, as some say who know the Hebrew lan-
guage, more declaring a feeling than signifying 
something. Just as in the Latin language there 
are words which we call interjections, as when 
in sorrow we say, Heu! Or when we are de-
lighted, we say, Vah! Or when we are amazed, 
we say,  “Oh, what a great thing!” For then oh 
signifies nothing except the feeling of one who 
is amazed. Tractate on John 51.2.25

19Cetedoc 0278, 51.3.8; NPNF 1 7:284; FC 88:273.   20Ps 62:8.  
21PG 18:385; ANF 6:394.  22Cetedoc 0590, 3.122; Mt 21:9; cf. Mk 
11:9; Lk 19:38; Jn 12:13. SSGF 2:174; CCL 77:184.  23Ps 118:25-26 
(117:25 LXX).  24Cetedoc 0604, 65; FC 57:253.  25Cetedoc 0278, 
51.2.9; NPNF 1 7:283; cf. FC 88:272.
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T H E  C U R S I N G  O F  T H E  F I G  T R E E

M A R K  1 1 : 1 1 - 1 4

Overview: The incarnate Lord hungered just 
as we do, in order to identify himself with our 
human poverty (Hilary of Poitiers). As a fig-
ure of the law, the tree was cursed at an inop-
portune time, because the law at an opportune 
time did not bear fruit (Ephrem the Syrian). 
The last act of Jesus’ ministry, the cursing of 
the fig leaves, transmuted the first act of human 
history, the fig leaves of Adam and Eve, who 
had not borne worthy fruit (Cyril of Jerusa-
lem). Faith is called to bear fruit actively 
through love (Augustine, Gregory the 
Great). Merely existing without yielding fruit 
is not the purpose for which human beings are 
given the gift of life (Augustine).

11:12a On the Following Day

The Chronology of Days. Augustine: 
Mark, on his side, has recorded in connec-
tion with the second day what he had omitted 
to notice as occurring really on the first—
namely, the incident of the expulsion of the 
sellers and buyers from the temple. On the 
other hand, Matthew, after mentioning 
what was done on the second day—namely, 
the cursing of the fig tree as he was return-
ing in the morning from Bethany into the 
city—has omitted certain facts which Mark 

has inserted, namely, his coming into the
city, and his going out of it in the evening, 
and the astonishment which the disciples 
expressed at finding the tree dried up as they 
passed by in the morning; and then to what 
had taken place on the second day, which 
was the day on which the tree was cursed, he 
has attached what really took place on the 
third day—namely, the amazement of the
disciples at seeing the tree’s withered condi-
tion, and the declaration which they heard 
from the Lord on the question of the power 
of faith.1 Harmony of the Gospels 68.132.2

11:12b He Was Hungry

The Lord of Glory Vulnerable to Hun-
ger. Hilary of Poitiers: As we behold the 
mystery of his tears,3 hunger4 and thirst,5 let us 
remember that the one who wept also raised 
the dead to life, rejoicing for Lazarus. From the 
very One who thirsted flowed rivers of living 
water.6 He who hungered was able to wither 
the fig tree which offered no fruit for his hun-

1Cf. Mt 21:12-22; Mk 11:12-25.   2Cetedoc 0273, 2.68.131.234.10; 
NPNF 1 6:161-62*. Mark’s account does not contradict Matthew’s 
when the time differential is properly understood.   3Cf. Jn 11:35.  
4Cf. Mk 11:12.   5Cf. Jn 19:28.   6Cf. Jn 4:10.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+11%3A11-14&version=RSV
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ger. How could this be, that he who was able to 
strike the green tree dead merely by his word 
could also have a nature that could hunger?7 
This was the mystery of his hunger, grief, and 
thirst, that the Word was assuming flesh. His 
humanity was entirely exposed to our weak-
nesses, yet even then his glory was not wholly 
put away as he suffered these indignities. His 
weeping was not for himself, his thirst was not 
for water, nor his hunger merely for food. He 
did not eat or drink or weep just to satisfy his 
appetites. Rather, in his incarnate humbling he 
was demonstrating the reality of his own body 
by hungering, by doing what human nature 
does. And when he ate and drank, it was not a 
concession to some necessity external to him-
self, but to show his full participation in the 
human condition. On the Trinity 10.24.8

For What Did He Hunger? Augustine: 
Did Christ really want physically to relish and 
consume fruit himself when he sought the 
fruit of this fig tree? And if he had found it 
there, would he then even have eaten it? Did 
he really want to drink water when he said to 
the woman of Samaria,  “Give me a drink”?9 
When he was on the cross saying  “I thirst,”10 
was this really all about his physical thirst? 
For what does Christ hunger more than our 
good works? For what does Christ thirst more 
than our faithful response? On the Psalms 
35.15.11

11:13 Nothing but Leaves

Early, Moist Buds. Ephrem the Syrian: 
The nature of the fig tree is such that when it is 
cut, because of its moisture, it [requires] many 
months for it to dry up. Our Lord chose it as a 
symbol, therefore, to make the quality of his 
power known through it. It is evident that the 

fig tree becomes moist and tender before the 
other trees. Hence our Lord said:  “From the fig 
tree learn this parable. As soon as its branch 
becomes tender and opens up in the outer cov-
ering of its buds, you know that summer is 
near.”12 You see that he proposes it [as a sym-
bol] because of its abundant moisture and its 
early buds. Commentary on Tatian’s Dia-
tessaron.13

Leaves of Law. Gregory the Great: The 
figs which the Lord had sought were the fruit 
of the synagogue, which had the leaves of the 
law, but not the fruit of works. For the creator 
of all things could not be ignorant that the fig 
tree had no fruit. That was something anyone 
might know, since it was not the time of figs. 
Letter 39, To Eulogius.14

11:13 It Was Not the Season for Figs

Discerning the Times. Augustine: Some 
who witnessed Christ’s miracles did not 
understand what they meant, and how they 
spoke to those who knew they had special 
meaning. They wondered only at the miracles 
themselves. Others both marvelled at the mir-
acles, and attained some preliminary under-
standing of them. For this we must come to 
the school of Christ himself. Those fixed only 
upon the plain sense of Scripture tend to 
focus merely upon miracle for miracles’ sake. 
Hence they may prematurely conclude that 
Jesus himself was ignorant of the time of the 

7Cf. Mk 11:14.  8Cetedoc 0433, 62A.10.24.3; NPNF 2 9:188**. 
Being in the form of God he humbled himself and hungered with 
us in servant form, in order to identify himself with our human 
hunger.  9Jn 4:7.  10Jn 19:28.  11Cetedoc 0283, 38.34.2.4.2; NPNF 1 
8:83**. He was hungry for food but more so for faith active in love.  
12Mt 24:32; Mk 13:28; Lk 21:30.  13Leloir 1963:170, 172; JSSS 

2:247*.  14Cetedoc 1714, 140A.10.21.32; NPNF 2 13:48*. The 
leaves symbolized the law, which lacked the fruit of good works.
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year, something any ordinary farmer could 
discern. For it was not yet the season for the 
tree to bear fruit. Nevertheless, since he was 
hungry, he looked for fruit on the tree.15 Does 
this imply that Christ knew less than what 
every peasant could easily discern? Surely not. 
Wouldn’t you expect the maker of the fig tree 
to know what the ordinary orchard worker 
would know in a snap? So when he was hun-
gry he looked for fruit on the tree, but he 
seemed to be looking for something more 
from this tree. He noted that the tree had no 
fruit, but was full of leaves. It was at that 
point that he cursed it, and it withered away. 
So what terrible thing had the poor tree done 
simply in not bearing fruit? Could the tree 
reasonably be faulted for its fruitlessness? No. 
But human beings who by their own free will 
decide not to bear fruit—that is a different 
matter. Those found wanting in accountabil-
ity in this case are those who had the benefit 
of the law, which was meant to bear fruit, but 
they had no fruit to show for it. They had a 
full growth of leaves (the law), yet they bore 
no fruit (works of mercy). Sermons on New 
Testament Lessons 48.3.16

11:14 May No One Ever Eat Fruit from 
You Again

Withholding Fruits. Ephrem the Syrian: 
The owner of the fig tree did not obey the law 
but spurned it. Our Lord came and found that 
there was [nothing] left on it, so he cursed it, 
lest its owner eat from it again, since he had left 
[nothing] for the orphan and widows. . . . He 
cursed the fig tree and it shriveled up to show 
them the power of his divinity, so that by 
means of [this] action near at hand which they 
could see, they might believe that which was to 
come. Because [ Jerusalem] had not accepted 

the law, he cursed [the fig tree], so that there 
might no longer be fruit on it, according to its 
law. . . . He sought fruit from the fig tree at an 
inopportune time, that it might be a symbol of 
one who had deceitfully withheld the fruits of 
the law at the opportune time.17 For, if he had 
sought fruit from it at the opportune time, no 
one would have known that there was a figura-
tive meaning embedded here. Instead of the fig 
tree, therefore, he showed that it was Jerusalem 
that he was reproaching, for he had sought love 
in her, but she had despised the fruit of repen-
tance. . . . Why, therefore, did he who was good 
and gentle, who everywhere revealed great 
things out of little things, and completion out 
of imperfection, why did he command the fig 
tree to dry up? For he healed the sufferings of 
everyone, changed water to wine, made an 
abundance from a little bread, opened the eyes 
of the blind, cleansed lepers and raised the dead 
to life. But this fig tree alone did he cause to 
wither. It was because the time of his suffering 
was near, and, lest it be thought that he was 
captured because he was unable to free himself, 
he cursed the fig tree, that it might be a sign for 
his friends, and a miracle for his enemies. 
Thus, the disciples would be strengthened by 
his word, and others would be amazed at his 
power. Because he did all things well,18 and [the 
time] for him to suffer was near, it might be 
thought, as indeed it was, that he was captured 
because he possessed no power. He showed in 
advance, therefore, by means of a living plant 
which he caused to wither, that he would have 
been able to destroy his crucifiers with a word. 
Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron.19

16Cetedoc 0284, 98.38.592.39; NPNF 1 6:413-14**; cf. WSA 3 
4:44-45. Sermon 98.3.  17Cf. Mk 11:13. Jerusalem, signifying Israel, 
is probably intended here. 18Cf. Mk 7:37. 19Leloir 1963:164, 168, 
170; JSSS 2:243-46*.  
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Fig Leaves. Cyril of Jerusalem: Remember 
at the time of the sin of Adam and Eve they 
clothed themselves—with what? Fig leaves.20 
That was their first act after the fall. So now 
Jesus is making the same figure of the fig tree 
the very last of his wondrous signs. Just as he 
was headed toward the cross, he cursed the fig 
tree—not every fig tree, but that one alone for 

its symbolic significance—saying:  “May no one 
ever eat fruit of you again.”21 In this way the 
curse laid upon Adam and Eve was being 
reversed. For they had clothed themselves with 
fig leaves. Catechetical Lectures 13.18.22

T H E  C L E A N S I N G  O F  T H E  T E M P L E

M A R K  1 1 : 1 5 - 1 9

Overview:  Before gloating over the driving 
out of the traders from the temple, remember 
that divine judgment on the church in history 
may be equally severe (Bede). The textual evi-
dence may indicate that the scourging of the 
sellers happened on two different occasions 
(Augustine).

11:15a He Began to Drive Out Those Who 
Sold and Those Who Bought

The Two Reports. Augustine: This account 
of the many sellers who were cast out of the 
temple was reported by all the Evangelists, 

including John, but in his case he introduces it 
in a completely different order. . . . John pro-
ceeds to tell us that he went up to Jerusalem at 
the season of the Jews’ passover, and when he 
had made a scourge of small cords drove out of 
the temple those who were selling in it. This 
makes it evident that this act was performed by 
the Lord not on a single occasion, but twice 
over. Only in the first instance was it recorded 
by John, but in the last by the other three.1 
Harmony of the Gospels 2.67.2

20Cf. Gen 3:7.  21Mk 11:14.  22TLG 2110.003, 13.18.5-12; FC 
64:16**.

1Cf. Mt 21:12-13; Mk 11:15-17; Lk 19:45-46; Jn 2:13-17. 2Cetedoc 
0273, 2.67.129.231.15; NPNF 1 6:160**.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+11%3A15-19&version=RSV
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11:15b He Overturned the Tables of the 
Moneychangers and the Seats of Those 
Who Sold Pigeons

Driven Out. Bede: He scattered the fraudu-
lent traders, and drove them all out, together 
with the things that had to do with the carry-
ing on of trade. What, my beloved, do you sup-
pose our Lord would do if he should discover 
people involved in disputes, wasting time gos-
siping, indulging in unseemly laughter, or en-
gaged in any other sort of wicked actions?

Remember: when he saw traders in the tem-
ple buying the sacrificial offerings meant to be 

made to him, he was prompt in getting rid of 
them.3 . . . These things should cause us great 
perturbation, beloved; we should dread them 
exceedingly with well-deserved fear, and care-
fully avoid them with painstaking diligence, 
lest he come unexpectedly and find something 
evil in us, as a result of which we should rightly 
be scourged and cast out of the church. Expo-
sition on the Gospel of Mark 2.1.4

T H E  M E A N I N G  O F  T H E  

W I T H E R E D  F I G  T R E E

M A R K  1 1 : 2 0 - 2 5

Overview: Beware of fruitlessness. It will be 
cursed (Cyril of Jerusalem). Faith prays with-
out hesitation and in doing so already is obtain-
ing what is rightly asked for according to the 

divine will ( John Cassian). In this way prayer 
participates actively in the power of almighty 
God (Chrysostom). The perfect faith required 
for moving mountains, even if it is unexampled, 

3Cf.Mt 21:12; Mk 11:15; Lk 19:45; Jn 2:15.   4Cetedoc 1367, 2.1.39; 
HOG 2:23*. Cf. Jerome Commentary on Matthew 21.15 (CCL 
77:188).

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+11%3A20-25&version=RSV
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is not intrinsically impossible (Augustine). 
The text teaches us to forgive in the manner in 
which we would desire to be forgiven (Epistle 
to Lucian).

11:21 The Fig Tree Which You Cursed 
Has Withered

Admonition for Those Preparing to Be 
Baptized. Cyril of Jerusalem:  You are now 
being joined with the holy vine.1 If, then, you 
abide in the vine, you grow into a fruitful 
branch, but if you do not so abide, you will be 
burnt in the fire. Let us therefore bring forth 
worthy fruit. For let it not come about that it 
should happen to us what happened to the bar-
ren fig tree in the Gospel.2 Let not Jesus come 
in these days and utter the same curse upon the 
fruitless. But instead may all of you say,  “I am 
like a green olive tree in the house of God.”3 
Catechetical Lectures 1.4.4

11:23a Whoever Does Not Doubt in His 
Heart but Believes

The Power of Prayer. Chrysostom: Prayer 
is an all-efficient panoply, a treasure undimin-
ished, a mine never exhausted, a sky unob-
structed by clouds, a haven unruffled by storm. 
It is the root, the fountain, and the mother of a 
thousand blessings. It exceeds a monarch’s 
power. . . . I speak not of the prayer which is 
cold and feeble and devoid of zeal. I speak of 
that which proceeds from a mind outstretched, 
the child of a contrite spirit,5 the offspring of a 
soul converted—this is the prayer which 
mounts to heaven. . . . The power of prayer has 
subdued the strength of fire, bridled the rage of 
lions, silenced anarchy, extinguished wars, 
appeased the elements, expelled demons, burst 
the chains of death, enlarged the gates of 

heaven, relieved diseases, averted frauds, res-
cued cities from destruction, stayed the sun in 
its course, and arrested the progress of the 
thunderbolt. In sum, prayer has power to 
destroy whatever is at enmity with the good. I 
speak not of the prayer of the lips, but of the 
prayer that ascends from the inmost recesses of 
the heart. On the Incomprehensible 
Nature of God, Homily 5.44, 46, 57, 58.6

11:23b Believe That You Will Receive It 
and You Will

Full Confidence. John Cassian: While we 
are praying, there should be no hesitation that 
would intervene or break down the confidence 
of our petition by any shadow of despair. We 
know that by pouring forth our prayer we are 
obtaining already what we are asking for. We 
have no doubt that our prayers have effectually 
reached God.7 For to that degree that one 
believes that he is regarded by God, and that 
God can grant it, just so far will one be heard 
and obtain an answer. Conferences 1.9.32.8

11:23c It Will Be Done for Him

Divine Giving and Human Willing. Au-
gustine: Note that Jesus said  “for him,” not  
“for me,”9 and not  “for the Father.” Yet it is cer-
tain that no human being does such a thing 
without God’s gift and workings. Mark well 
that even if no actual instances of perfect righ-
teousness may be found among humans, that 
does not rule out perfect righteousness as if it 

1Cf. Jn 15:4-6.  2Cf. Mt 21:19; Mk 11:20.  3Cf. Ps 52:8. 4TLG 
2110.003, 1.4.6-14; LCC 4:80*.  5Cf. Ps 34:18; Is 66:2.   6TLG 
2062.012, 5.430-433, 448-451, 575-583; GMI 279-80**; cf. FC 
72:156-57, 161-62.  7Cf. Jas 5:15-16.  8Cetedoc 0512, 9.32.277.14; 
NPNF 2 11:398**.  9The Son.  
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were formally impossible. For it might have 
been realized if only sufficient responsive will-
ing had been applied, enough to suffice for so 
great a deed. On the Spirit and the Letter 
63.10

11:25 Forgive, If You Have Anything 
Against Anyone

Overcoming Personal Alienation. Anon-
ymous:11 If an injury is done to you, look to 
Jesus Christ. Even as you desire that he may 
forgive your sins, just so you must also forgive 
them theirs. By this you will circumvent 
ill-will, and bruise the head of that ancient ser-

pent,12 who is ever on the watch with all sub-
tlety to undo your good works and fruitful 
aims. Let no day pass by without reading some 
portion of the sacred Scriptures, whenever you 
have time, and giving some space to meditation. 
Never cast off the habit of reading the holy 
Scriptures. Nothing feeds the soul and enriches 
the mind so much as those sacred studies.13

Epistle to Lucian 9.14

T H E  A U T H O R I T Y  

O F  J E S U S  Q U E S T I O N E D

M A R K  1 1 : 2 7 - 3 3

Overview: Readiness to seek the truth affects 
its disclosure (Bede). Lacking faith, the legal 
experts lacked understanding, however 
much they might know objectively about the 

law (Tertullian). Since they answered the 
truth with a lie, Jesus did not force open the 
doors they themselves had barricaded (Augus-
tine).

10Cetedoc 0343, 35.63.223.10; NPNF 1 5:112*.  11Sometimes 
attributed to Theonas of Alexandria.  12Cf. Gen 3:15; Rom 16:20.  
13Cf. Jn 5:39; Acts 17:11; 2 Tim 3:15-16.  14PG 10:1574. ANF 
6:161*.
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11:28 By What Authority?

Fearing the Truth. Augustine:  Fearing a 
stoning, but fearing more an admission of the 
truth, they answered the truth with a lie, remi-
niscent of the Scripture:  “injustice has lied 
within herself.”1 For they said,  “We know not.” 
And because they had shut themselves up 
against him, by asserting that they did not 
know what they knew, the Lord did not open 
up to them because they did not knock. For it 
has been said,  “Knock and it will be opened to 
you.”2 But they not only had not knocked that 
it might be opened, but by their denial they 
barricaded the door itself against themselves. 
And the Lord said to them,  “Neither do I tell 
you by what authority I do these things.”3 
Tractate on John 2.9.4

11:30 Was the Baptism of John from 
Heaven or from Men?

Belief and Understanding. Tertullian:  
The baptism announced by John formed the 
subject, even at that time, of a question pro-
posed by the Lord himself to the legal experts. 
It concerned whether John’s baptism was from 

heaven or from men.5 They were unable to give 
a consistent answer. They did not understand 
because they did not believe. On Baptism 10.6

11:33 Neither Will I Tell You

Readiness to Seek Truth Affects Its Dis-
closure. Bede: It is as if Jesus had said:  “I will 
not tell you what I know, since you will not 
confess what you know.”7 In this way knowl-
edge is hidden from those who wrongly seek it 
principally for two reasons: first, when the one 
who seeks it does not have sufficient capacity 
to understand what he is seeking for, and sec-
ond, when through contempt for the truth one 
is unworthy of having the subject of his inquiry 
explained to him. . . . So these critics were most 
justly set aback. They retreated in disgrace. 
Exposition on the Gospels of Mark 
3.11.33.8

1Ps 27:12 (26:12 LXX).  2Cf. Mt 7:7; Lk 11:9.  3Mt 21:27; Mk 11:33; 
Lk 20:7.  4Cetedoc 0278, 2.9.12; NPNF 1 7:16; FC 78:68*.  5Cf. Mt 
21:25-26; Mk 11:30-32; Lk 20:4-7.  6Cetedoc 008, 10.5; ANF 
3:372-74**.   7Mt 21:27; Mk 11:33; Lk 20:8.  8Cetedoc 1355, 
3.11.1589; CCL 120:582-83; GMI 286*; cf. HOG 2:220. Knowl-
edge is hidden from those who seek it wrongly.
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T H E  P A R A B L E  O F  T H E

W I C K E D  T E N A N T S

M A R K  1 2 : 1 - 1 2

Overview: The parable vindicates the Lord of 
the vineyard, who through the resurrection 
rights the wrongs done by the tenants. Their 
malice will be disclosed in the resurrection. 
Both Father and Son appear in the parable not 
to know under particular historical contingen-
cies what they do know as Godhead (Am-
brose). The outcome of the resurrection shifts 
the whole premise of the parable, for amid the 
fury of the oppressors, Jesus looked steadfastly 
toward the resurrection (Augustine).

12:6 They Will Respect My Son

Lord of the Vineyard. Ambrose:  Matthew 
and Mark say:  “He sent his only son, saying 
‘they will respect my son.’ ”1 Luke sounds as 
though the outcome is in doubt, as though he 
did not know without doubt.2 But in Matthew 
and Mark he says:  “they will respect my son,” 
that is, it is declared that respect will be 
shown. God can neither be in doubt, nor can 
he be deceived. For one can only be in doubt 
who is ignorant of the future. One is deceived 
who has predicted one thing while another 

happened. Yet what is plainer than the fact 
that Scripture states the Father to have said 
one thing of the Son, and the same Scripture 
proves another thing to have taken place? The 
Son was beaten, mocked, crucified, and died. 
He suffered much worse things in the flesh 
than those tenants who had been sent to help 
out. Was the Father deceived, or was he igno-
rant? Or was he powerless to give help? . . . 
Neither is the Father deceived nor does the 
Son deceive. It is the custom of holy Scrip-
tures to speak in these many voices, as I have 
shown in many examples. In such instances, 
God feigns not to know what he does know. 
In this then is shown the unity of Godhead. A 
unity of character is shown to exist in the 
Father and the Son. For as God the Father 
seems to hide what is known to him, so also 
the Son, who is the image of God,3 seems to 
hide what is known to him. On the Chris-
tian Faith 5.17.214-18.4

1Mt 21:37; Mk 12:6.  2Lk 20:13. 3Cf. 2 Cor 4:4; Col 1:15.  4Cetedoc 
0150, 5.17.55; NPNF 2 10:311-12*. 
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12:7 Come, Let Us Kill Him, and the 
Inheritance Will Be Ours

The Deception of the Killers. Augustine: 
But how will you insure that the inheritance 
will be yours? Merely because you killed him? 
Hold on! You in fact did kill him, yet the inher-
itance is still not yours. Do you not recall the 
Psalm which says:  “I lie down and sleep,” and 
then adds,  “I wake again”?5 Did you miss that 
point? While you were gloating that you had 
killed him, he was sleeping. The Psalm says:  “I 
slept.” Just while they were raging and would 
kill me, what was I doing?  “I slept.” And if I 

had not willed it, I would not even have slept, 
for  “I have power to lay down my life, and I 
have power to take it up again.”6 So let the 
oppressors rage. Let the earth even be  “given 
into the hands of the wicked,”7 let the flesh be 
left to the hands of persecutors, let them sus-
pend him on wood with nails transfixed, 
pierced with a spear. The one who lies down 
and sleeps simply adds:  “I rise again.”8 On 
Psalm 41: On the Feast of the Martyrs 9.9

T H E  Q U E S T I O N  C O N C E R N I N G  

T R I B U T E  T O  C A E S A R

M A R K  1 2 : 1 3 - 1 7

Overview: In Christ God is reclaiming his 
own coinage: humanity made in God’s image. 
So we spend ourselves as God’s own currency 
for that which is incomparably valuable (Au-
gustine). Christian intercession for the 

health of the state does not depend upon re-
ceiving any temporal benefits from the state 
( Justin Martyr). The people of God con-
tinue guilelessly to intercede for the peace of 
the society (Tertullian). Unlike the inert 

5Ps 3:5.  6Jn 10:17.  7Job 9:24.  8Mt 27:63; Mk 8:31; 10:34; Lk 18:33.  
9Cetedoc 0283, 38.40.10.3; NPNF 1 8:130**.
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and unresponsive physical image of a ruler on 
a coin, redeemed humans bear the lively im-
age of the living God to whom they belong 
(Augustine). One freely gives to God pre-
cisely what one must withhold from political 
authorities: oneself, one’s conscience, one’s 
soul (Tertullian). As God freely paid for our 
freedom from the slavery of sin, so we are 
called to receive the new life of freedom he 
gives us, valuing temporal things according to 
their limited proportional value (Origen). 
When Jesus’ adversaries feigned respect while 
plotting to trap him (Chrysostom), he at 
once broke directly through their deceptions 
(Augustine).

12:13 To Entrap Him

Feigning Respect. Chrysostom: They were 
breathing anger, and straining to plot against 
him, while they feigned respect. The Gospel 
of St. Matthew, Homily 70.1.1

12:14 Is It Lawful to Pay Taxes to Caesar?

Intercession for Governing Authori-
ties. Justin Martyr: So we worship God 
only, but in temporal matters we gladly serve 
you, recognizing you as emperors and rulers, 
and praying that along with your imperial 
power you may also be found to have a sound 
mind. Suppose you pay no attention to our 
prayers and our frank statements about every-
thing. That will not injure us, since we 
believe, and are convinced without doubt, that 
everyone will finally experience the restraint 
of divine judgment in relation to their volun-
tary actions. Each will be required to give 
account for the responsibilities which he has 
been given by God.2 First Apology 17.3

12:16 Whose Likeness and Inscription Is 
This?

The Coin’s Unawareness of the Image it 
Bears. Augustine: The image of the Emperor 
appears differently in his son and in a piece of 
coin. The coin has no knowledge of its bearing 
the image of the prince. But you are the coin of 
God, and so far highly superior, as possessing 
mind and even life, so as to know the One 
whose image you bear.4 Sermons on New 
Testament Lessons 43.5

12:17a Render to Caesar

Money to Caesar, Self to God. Tertul-
lian: That means render the image of Caesar, 
which is on the coin, to Caesar, and the image 
of God, which is imprinted on the person,6 to 
God. You give to Caesar only money. But to 
God, give yourself. On Idolatry 15.7

We Pray from the Heart. Tertullian:  We 
pray for the safety of the emperors to the eter-
nal God, the true, the living God, whom 
emperors themselves would desire to be benev-
olent to them, the One who is  “above all others 
who are called gods.” We, looking up to heaven 
with outstretched hands, because we are harm-
less, with naked heads, because we are not 
ashamed,8 without a prompter, because we pray 
from the heart, constantly pray for all emper-
ors, that they may have a long life, a secure 

1NPNF 1 10:427*; TLG 2062.152, 58.656.14-15.   2Cf. Rom 
14:12. 3TLG 2062.001, 17.3.1-4.6; cf. LCC 1:253; ANF 1:168. 
Both subjects and rulers stand under final divine judgment. Chris-
tian intercession for political authorities does not hinge on their 
receiving temporal benefits.  4Cf. Gen 1:26-27; 2 Cor 3:2-3.  
5Cetedoc 0284, 9.41.351; NPNF 1 6:410-11**; cf. GMI 295.  6Gen 
1:26-27; 9:6; 1 Cor 11:7.  7Cetedoc 0023, 47.25; ANF 3:70*. Chris-
tians do not honor the ruling political powers in the same way they 
honor God. 81 Cor 11:7.  
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empire, a safe center of governance, adequate 
defense, a faithful senate, a well-instructed 
people, a quiet state—whatever Caesar would 
wish for himself in his public and private 
capacity.9 Apology 30.10

God’s Coins. Augustine:  We are God’s 
money. But we are like coins that have wandered 
away from the treasury. What was once stamped 
upon us11 has been worn down by our wander-
ing. The One who restamps his image upon us is 
the One who first formed us. He himself seeks 
his own coin, as Caesar sought his coin. It is in 
this sense that he says,  “Render to Caesar the 
things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things 
that are God’s,”12 to Caesar his coins, to God 
your very selves. Tractate on John 40.9.13

God’s Tribute for Us. Origen:  For the sake 
of those who were in captivity, like the bondage 
of the Hebrews, the Son of God took upon 
himself the form of a slave,14 yet doing nothing 
worldly or servile. As one who came in the 
form of a slave, he paid tax and tribute for us, in 
the same way that a restitution would be paid 
for his blood and that of his disciples. . . . 

Therefore, let anyone who possesses the things 
of Caesar render freely them to Caesar, so that 
he may be able then to render freely to God the 
things of God. . . . Just as our Lord paid our 
debt, not having initiated it, nor expended it, 
nor acquired it, nor at any time made it his own 
possession. Commentary on Matthew 
13.10.15

12:17b They Were Amazed at Him

Giving What Is God’s. Augustine: Caesar 
seeks his image; render it. God seeks his image; 
render it. Do not withhold from Caesar his 
coin. Do not keep from God his coin. To this 
they could not think of anything to answer. For 
they had been sent to slander him. And they 
went back saying: No one could answer him. 
Why? Because he had shattered their teeth in 
their mouth. On the Psalms 58.8.16

9Jer 29:7; Dan 6:21; 1 Tim 2:1-2; 1 Pet 2:13-17.  10Cetedoc 0003, 
30.1; ANF 3:42**; GMI 295-96.  11The image of God.  12Mt 22:21; 
Mk 12:17; Lk 20:25.  13Cetedoc 0278, 40.9.36; NPNF 1 7:228*; FC 
88:133*.  14Phil 2:7.  15TLG 2042.030, 13.10.21-29, 46-49, 62-65; 
cf. ANF 9:481.  16Cetedoc 0283, 39.57.11.49; NPNF 1 8:233*.
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T H E  Q U E S T I O N  C O N C E R N I N G

T H E  R E S U R R E C T I O N

M A R K  1 2 : 1 8 - 2 7

Overview: In arguing an obscure point, the 
Sadducees lost sight of the power of God to 
raise the dead. Jesus’ own resurrection became 
final proof of his divine identity (Tertullian). 
Our resurrected bodies will be like Christ’s res-
urrected body ( John of Damascus). No jeal-
ousy will arise in heaven. In the next life God 
will not separate those he has joined in mar-
riage in this life (Tertullian). The promises he 
has already fulfilled stand as a credible guaran-
tee of his future promise of the general resur-
rection (Augustine).

12:18 The Sadducees, Who Say There Is 
No Resurrection, Came to Him

Challenging Deceivers to Divulge 
Deceptions. Tertullian: They put to him 
the strongest case they could to impair his credi-
bility. They fashioned a contorted argument to 
pursue the question which they had initiated. 
Their deceptive inquiry concerned the flesh, 
whether or not it would be subject to marriage 
after the resurrection. They assumed the case of 
a woman who had married seven brothers, so as 
to make it doubtful as to which of them she 
should be restored.1 Now, let the gist both of the 
question and the answer be kept steadily in view, 
and the discussion is settled at once in this way: 
The Sadducees indeed denied the resurrection, 
while the Lord affirmed it. In affirming it, he 

reproached them as being both ignorant of the 
Scriptures—which declare the resurrection—
and disbelieving of the power of God as able to 
raise the dead. He then spoke without ambigu-
ity of the dead being raised. On the Resur-
rection of the Flesh 36.2

12:23 In the Resurrection Whose Wife 
Will She Be?

The End of Jealousy. Tertullian:  To 
Christians, after their departure from this 
world, no restoration of the carnal aspect of 
marriage is promised in the day of the resur-
rection, translated as they will be into the 
condition and sanctity of angels.3 In the day 
of resurrection no dilemma arising from sex-
ual jealousy will injure any of her so many 
husbands, even in the case of her whom they 
chose to represent as having been married to 
seven brothers successively. To His Wife 1.1.4

12:24 You Know Neither the Scriptures 
nor the Power of God

Hope of Resurrection.  Augustine: The 

1Mt 22:23-32; Mk 12:18-27; Lk 20:27-40. 2Cetedoc 0019, 36.2; 
ANF 3:571**.  3Cf. Mt 22:30; Mk 12:25; Lk 20:36.  4Cetedoc 0012, 
1.1.23; ANF 4:39**.  There will be no marital jealousy in heaven, 
where resurrected bodies will be sanctified.   
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Sadducees do not have our hope for the resur-
rection, since they  “know neither the scrip-
tures nor the power of God,”5 who is able to 
restore what is lost, to raise what is dead to life, 
to revive what has rotted away, to gather 
together what is corruptible and finite. The 
Lord promised to do this, and he gives as a 
guarantee the promises he has already fulfilled. 
So let your faith speak of this to you, since your 
hope will not be disappointed even though 
your love may be put to the test. Letter 263, 
To Sapida.6

12:25 When They Rise from the Dead, 
They Neither Marry nor Are Given in 
Marriage, but Are Like Angels

Spiritual Partnership. Tertullian: All the 
more we shall be bound to them [our departed 
spouses], because we are destined to a better 
estate, destined to rise to a spiritual partner-
ship. We will recognize both our own selves 
and those to whom we belong. Else how shall 

we sing thanks to God to eternity, if there shall 
remain in us no sense and memory of this rela-
tionship? Or if we shall be reformed only mate-
rially, but not in consciousness?  Consequently, 
we who are together with God shall remain 
together. . . . In eternal life God will no more 
separate those whom he has joined together 
than in this life where he forbids them to be 
separated. On Monogamy 10.7

Needs of the Resurrected Body. John of 
Damascus: The body of the Lord after the res-
urrection was such that it entered through the 
closed doors without difficulty, and needed nei-
ther food, nor sleep, nor drink.  “For they shall 
be,” says the Lord,  “like the angels of God,”8 
and there shall no longer be marriage or the 
procreation of children. Orthodox Faith 
4.27.9

5Cf. Mt 22:29.  6Cetedoc 0262, 263.57.4.634.11; FC 32:273**.  
7Cetedoc 0028, 10.35; ANF 4:67.  8Mk 12:25; Lk 20:36.  9FC 
37:405; TLG 2934.004, 100.98-101.
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T H E  G R E A T  C O M M A N D M E N T

M A R K  1 2 : 2 8 - 4 0

Overview: To love God truly is to love God 
with all that you are as body, soul and spirit 
(Gregory of Nyssa). Loving God with the 
whole heart cannot be split apart into diverse, 
creaturely loves. The love of God loves all else 
in relation to the one incomparably lovable. It 
emerges only through the death of creaturely 
idolatries (Basil). To confess the one true God 
is to renounce all false gods (Origen). If the 
Lord of all fills all things in heaven and earth, 
then there is no room left for a second sup-
posed god (Athanasius). The majesty of God 
is best honored through lowly service to the 
needy neighbor, not by words alone (Chrysos-
tom, Pseudo-Clement). Singlemindedly lov-
ing God by showing mercy to the neighbor 
brings one to a higher level of accountability 
than do any sacrificial burnt offerings (Callis-
tus). Love of God and neighbor cannot be dis-
joined so that one is thought more important 
than the other (Bede). All virtues—prudence, 
fortitude, temperance and justice—are encom-

passed in this twofold command (Chrysostom, 
Augustine). Our common capacity to reason 
makes us partners with all other human beings 
(Augustine). Faith cannot remain silent in re-
sponse to the Arian charge that because God is 
one, the Son cannot be God (Hilary of Poit-
iers). He is son of David according to his hu-
manity and Lord of David according to his 
divinity (Augustine). To the extent that the 
incarnate identity of the giver of the command 
remained unrecognized, the questioner would 
remain unready to grasp the depths of the great 
commandment, even if the formal scope of the 
command is understood (Hegemonius, Hilary 
of Poitiers, Pseudo-Jerome).

12:29 The Lord Is One

God Fills All Things. Athanasius: Since 
God is one,1 it is ridiculous to suppose that 

1Cf. Deut 6:4.
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there could be still another  “Lord” of heaven 
and earth in addition to the Lord who is one. 
There is simply no room for a second Lord of 
all, if the one true God fills all things in the 
compass of heaven and earth. Against the 
Heathen 6.4.2

The One God. Hilary of Poitiers: If sacred 
truth, when challenged by blasphemy, is met by 
silence, even that silence may be falsely con-
strued as consent. This is what has happened 
in the case of the Arian assertion that because 
God is one, therefore his Son is not God. . . . 
The same one who authorizes us to confess the 
Son of God as God justifies us in proclaiming 
the one God. On the Trinity 5.1-2.3

12:30a You Shall Love the Lord Your God

Spending the Power of Love on What Is 
Unworthy. Basil: It is not the privilege of any 
chance person to go forward to the perfection 
of love and to learn to know him who is truly 
beloved, but of him who has already  “put off 
the old man, which is being corrupted through 
its deceptive lusts, and has put on the new 
man,”4 which is being renewed that it may be 
recognized as an image of the creator. More-
over, he who loves money and is aroused by the 
corruptible beauty of the body and esteems 
exceedingly this little glory here, since he has 
expended the power of loving on what is not 
proper, he is quite blind in regard to the con-
templation of him who is truly beloved. Exe-
getic Homilies, Homily 17.5

12:30b With All Your Heart

Renouncing Other Gods. Origen: When 
you decide to keep the command of this pre-
cept and reject all other gods and lords and 

have no god or lord except the one God and 
Lord, you have declared war on all others with-
out treaty. When, therefore, we come to the 
grace of baptism, renouncing all other gods and 
lords, we confess the only God, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit.6 On Exodus, Homily 8.4.7

No Division into Parts. Basil: The expres-
sion,  “with the whole,” admits of no division 
into parts. As much love as you shall have 
squandered on lower objects, that much will 
necessarily be lacking to you from the whole. 
Exegetic Homilies, Homily 17.8

12:30c With All Your Soul, Mind and 
Strength

Threefold Unity in Loving with One’s 
Whole Self. Gregory of Nyssa: Human life 
consists in a threefold unity. We are taught 
similarly by the apostle in what he says to the 
Ephesians, praying for them that the complete 
grace of their  “body and soul and spirit” may be 
preserved at the coming of the Lord. We use 
the word  “body,” for the nutritive part, the 
word for the vital,  “soul,” and the word  “spirit” 
for the intellective dimension. In just this way 
the Lord instructs the writer of the Gospel that 
he should set before every commandment that 
love to God which is exercised with all the 
heart and soul and mind.9 This single phrase 

2NPNF 2 4:7**; TLG 2035.001, 6.22-25. By definition, there can 
only be one Lord of all.  3Cetedoc 0433, 62.5.1.5; NPNF 2 9:85**; 
cf. FC 25:135. God the Son is truly God, even as God the Father is 
truly God.  4Eph 4:22, 24.   5TLG 2040.018, 29.392.14-24; FC 
46:278-79. The perfect love of God is learned only through the 
costly death of idolatries.   6Cf. Mt 28:19.  7FC 71:322-23. If with all 
your heart you love God, other proximate, temporal loves must take 
their place within this framework.  8TLG 2040.018.29.392.27-30; 
FC 46:279. Love for God with a pure heart cannot be divided or 
apportioned into various loves for various creatures.  9Mt 22:37; Mk 
12:30; Lk 10:27.
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embraces the human whole: the corporeal 
heart, the mind as the higher intellectual and 
mental nature, and the soul as their mediator. 
On the Making of Man 8.5.10

12:31a Love Your Neighbor as Yourself

Confessing Through Actions. Pseudo- 
Clement: So then, brothers, let us acknowl-
edge him in our actions by loving one another,11 
by not committing adultery12 or slandering one 
another13 or being jealous,14 but by being 
self-controlled, compassionate and kind.15 And 
we ought to have sympathy for one another, 
and not be avaricious. By these actions let us 
acknowledge him, and not by their opposites. 
2 Clement 3.4.16

The Summit of Virtue. Chrysostom: This 
is the summit of virtue, the foundation of all 
God’s commandments: to the love of God is 
joined also love of neighbor.17 One who loves 
God does not neglect his brother, nor esteem 
money more than a limb of his own, but shows 
him great generosity, mindful of him who has 
said,  “Whoever did it to the least of my broth-
ers did it to me.”18 He is aware that the Lord of 
all considers as done to himself what is done in 
generosity to the poor in giving relief. He does 
not take into consideration the lowly appear-
ance of the poor, but the greatness of the One 
who has promised to accept as done to himself 
what is given to the poor.19 Homilies on Gen-
esis, Homily 55.12.20

Loving God Through Neighbors. Bede: 
Neither of these two kinds of love is expressed 
with full maturity without the other, because 
God cannot be loved apart from our neighbor, nor 
our neighbor apart from God.21 Hence as many 
times as Peter was asked by our Lord if he loved 

him, and attested his love, the Lord added at the 
end of each inquiry,  “Feed my sheep,” or  “feed my 
lambs,”22 as if he were clearly saying:  “There is 
only one adequate confirmation of whole-hearted 
love of God—laboring steadily for the needy in 
your midst, exercising continuing care of them.” 
Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 2.22.23

12:31b No Other Commandment

Nothing Else Required. Chrysostom:  
Christ looks for nothing else from you, in fact, 
Scripture says, than loving him with all your 
heart and carrying out his commands. I mean, 
obviously the person who loves him in the 
way he ought to love is also ready to carry out 
his commands. You see, when one is kindly 
disposed to another, he takes pains to do 
everything able to attract the loved one to love 
for him. So, we too, if  we sincerely love the 
Lord, will manage to discharge his commands 
and do nothing capable of angering our loved 
one. This is the kingdom of heaven; this, the 
enjoyment of goods; this, blessings beyond 
number, being found worthy to love him sin-
cerely and in the manner he deserves. Our 
love for him will be genuine if we give evi-
dence of great love for our fellow servants as 
well as for him.24 Homilies on Genesis, 
Homily 55.11.25

Loving What Is Worthy of Love. August-
ine: This virtue consists in nothing else but in 
loving what is worthy of love; it is prudence to 

10TLG 2017.079, 145.40-148.1; NPNF 2 5:394**.  11Cf. Jn 13:35; 
15:12; 1 Jn 3:11.  12Cf. Ex 20:14; Gal 5:19.  13Cf. Prov 10:18.  14Cf. 
Prov 6:34.  15Cf. Eph 4:32; 1 Pet 3:8.  16AF 69-70; cf. FC 1:67; TLG 
1271.002, 4.3.1-4.2.  17Cf. Mt 22:39; Mk 12:31; Lk 10:27.  18Mt 
25:40.  19Cf. Mt 25:31-46.  20FC 87:113*; TLG 2062.112, 54.483.19-
34.   21Mt 22:37-39; Mk 12:30-31; Lk 10:27. 22Jn 21:15-17.  
23Cetedoc 1367, 2.22.4; HOG 2:220**.  241 Jn 4:19-21.  25TLG 
2062.112, 54.482.61-483.14; FC 87:112-13.   
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26Cf. Ps 139.  27Cetedoc 0262, 155.44.4.443.7; FC 20:314-15*.  
28Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.24.24; NPNF 2 9:163*.   291 Sam 15:22; Hos 
6:6.  30PG 10:152; ANF 8:618*. In PG 10 the author is listed as Aste-
rius Urbanus.  31Cetedoc 0632, 12.54.47; CG 1:431. To the extent that 
the giver of the command remained unrecognized, the scribe remained 
at a distance.  32Cf. Mt 1:20; Lk 1:27.  33Cf. Ps 110:1; Mt 22:41-46; Mk 
12:35-37; Lk 20:41-44.  34Cetedoc 0433, 62A.9.26.8; FC 25:346-47**.  
The scribe did not grasp the identity of the incarnate one who was giv-
ing the command.   35TLG 2022.009, 18.17-20; LCC 3:173.  

choose this, fortitude to be turned from it by 
no obstacles, temperance to be enticed by no 
allurements, justice to be diverted by no pride. 
Why do we choose what we exclusively love, 
except that we find nothing better? But this is 
God, and if we prefer or equate any creature 
with God, we know nothing about loving our-
selves. We are made better by approaching 
closer to him than whom nothing is better. We 
go to him not by walking, but by loving. We 
will have him more present to us in proportion 
as we are able to purify the love by which we 
draw near to him, for he is not spread through 
or confined by corporeal space; he is every-
where present and everywhere wholly present,26 
and we go to him not by the motion of our feet 
but by our conduct. Conduct is not usually dis-
cerned by what one knows but by what one 
loves; good or bad love makes good or bad con-
duct. Letter 155, To Macedonius.27

12:32 You Are Right, Teacher

Above Burnt Offerings. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: The answer of the scribe seems to 
accord with the words of the Lord, for he too 
acknowledges the inmost love of one God, and 
professes the love of one’s neighbor as real as 
the love of self, and places love of God and love 
of one’s neighbor above all the burnt offerings 
of sacrifices. On the Trinity 9.24.28

12:33 More Than All Whole Burnt 
Offerings

Mercy Is Better. Callistus: My brothers, 
shun not only the holding, but even the hear-
ing, of the judgment that bans mercy. For 
mercy is better than all whole burnt offerings 
and sacrifices.29 The Second Epistle to All 
the Bishops of Gaul 6.30

12:34 Not Far from the Kingdom

Still at Some Distance. Pseudo-Jerome: 
To say  “you are not far from” suggests that the 
scribe was still at some distance from the reign 
of God. Commentary on Mark.31

12:36 The Lord Said to My Lord

Love Above All. Hilary of Poitiers: The 
scribe, therefore, is not far from the kingdom of 
God when he acknowledges the one God who 
is to be loved above all things. But he is admon-
ished by his own confession in that he does not 
fully grasp the mystery of the law as being ful-
filled in Christ. . . . The scribe only recognized 
him according to the flesh and the birth from 
Mary, who was descended from David,32 rather 
than as David’s Lord.33 On the Trinity 
9.26.34

12:37 David Himself Calls Him Lord, So 
How Is He His Son?

Lord as Son. Gregory of Nazianzus: 
What is lofty you are to apply to the Godhead, 
and to that nature in him which is superior to 
sufferings and incorporeal; but all that is lowly to 
the composite condition of him who for your 
sakes made himself of no reputation and was 
incarnate. Oration 29, On the Son 18.35

Son of David and Lord of David. August-
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ine: For that through which Mary had been 
made was not dying, but that which was made 
from Mary was dying. The eternity of [his] 
divinity was not dying, but the weakness of 
[his] flesh was dying. Therefore he made that 
reply, distinguishing in the faith of believers 
the one who came from the one through whom 
he came. For he, God and Lord of heaven and 
earth, came through a woman as his mother. In 
regard to the fact that he was Lord of the 
world, Lord of heaven and earth, he was also, 
of course, Lord of Mary; and in regard to the 
fact that he was creator of the world, creator of 
heaven and earth, he was also the creator of 
Mary. But insofar as it was said,  “made of a 
woman, made under the law,”36 he was the son 
of Mary. He was the Lord of Mary, he was the 
son of Mary; he was the creator of Mary, he 
was created from Mary. Do not be amazed that 
he is both son and Lord. For as he was [the 
son] of Mary, so, also, he was said to be the son 
of David; indeed the son of David precisely 
because the son of Mary. Hear the apostle 
speaking clearly:  “who was born of the seed of 
David, according to the flesh.”37 Hear that he 
was also the Lord of David; and let David him-
self say this:  “The Lord said to my Lord, ‘Sit at 
my right hand.’ ”38 And Jesus himself proposed 
this to the Jews, and by it refuted them.39 
Therefore just as he was both the son and the 
Lord of David, the son of David according to 
the flesh, the Lord of David according to [his] 
divinity, so he was the son of Mary according to 
the flesh and the Lord of Mary according to 
[his] majesty. Because, therefore, she was not 
the mother of [his] divinity and what she 
sought would be a miracle through [his] divin-
ity, he answered her,  “What is it to me and to 
you, woman?”40 But that you may not think 
that I am denying you as my mother,  “My hour 
has not yet come.”41 For there shall I acknowl-

edge you when the weakness of which you are 
the mother has begun to hang on the cross. 
Tractate on John 8.9.42

Instruction on His Authority.  August-
ine: He spoke in the hearing of those whom he 
wished profitably to instruct on his authority, 
and to turn away from the teaching of the 
scribes, whose knowledge of Christ amounted 
then only to this, that he was made of the seed 
of David according to the flesh. They did not 
understand that he was God, and on that 
ground also the Lord even of David. Har-
mony of the Gospels 2.74.43

12:38 Beware of the Scribes, Who Devour 
Widows

Why Beware? Hegemonius: The Pharisees 
looked to the  “tithing of anise and cummin, 
and left undone the weightier matters of the 
law.”44 While devoting great care to the things 
which were external, they overlooked those 
which bore upon salvation of the soul. For they 
also paid much attention to  “greetings in the 
marketplace,”45 and to the  “uppermost seats at 
feasts.”46 To them the Lord Jesus, knowing their 
perdition, made this declaration: that they 
attended to those things only which were exter-
nal, and despised as strange those things which 
were within, and did not understand that he 
who made the body made also the soul. The 
Disputation with Manes 21.47

36Gal 4:4.  37Rom 1:3.  38Ps 110:1.  39Cf. Mt 22:41-46; Mk 12:35-37; 
Lk 20:41-44. 40Jn 2:4.  41Jn 2:4.  42Cetedoc 0278, 8.9.22; FC 
78:189-90.  43Cetedoc 0273, 2.74.143.246.16; NPNF 1 6:167*.  
44Mt 23:23; Lk 11:42.  45Mt 23:6; Mk 12:38; Lk 20:46.  46Mt 23:6-7; 
Mk 12:38-39; Lk 20:46.  47PG 10:1462; ANF 6:194*; PG 10, 1429, 
sometimes attributed to Archelaus. The religious professionals 
were attentive to outward observances but not those inward things 
upon which salvation depends.
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T H E  W I D O W ’ S  G I F T

M A R K  1 2 : 4 1 - 4 4

Overview: The widow’s gift was measured not 
by its weight but by the goodwill by which it was 
offered. The quantity of possessions does not 
count in the kingdom’s audits ( Jerome). A good 
will alone suffices for readiness for the kingdom 
(Caesarius of Arles). The Lord paid no atten-
tion to the amount of her money but only to the 
abundance of her generosity. When those of lim-
ited means respond faithfully to the full extent of 
their means, they express deeper faith than do 
those of greater means who respond only in part 
(Chrysostom). To the scribe’s lack of respon-
siveness to grace Mark contrasts the widow’s 
simple unconditional responsiveness. Those who 
have nothing may possess all, while those who 
have much may lack the condition of truly pos-
sessing anything ( Jerome). Small beginnings are 
better than rich fantasies (Evagrius). Readiness 
for the kingdom may require treasures for the 
rich or a widow’s penny for the poor (August-
ine). While Moses received gifts from those who 
had, Jesus received gifts even from those who had 
not (Hegemonius).

12:42 She Put In Two Copper Coins

The Kingdom Not for Sale. Chrysostom: 
Do not despair. One cannot buy heavenly 
things with money. . . . If money could pur-

chase such things, then the woman who depos-
ited the two small copper coins would have 
received nothing very large. But since it was not 
money but rather her intention that prevailed, 
that woman received everything because she 
demonstrated firm conviction. Therefore, let us 
not say that the kingdom may be bought with 
money. It is not bought with money, but rather 
with an unsullied intention that may demon-
strate itself by means of money. Therefore, one 
answers, is there no need for money? There is 
no need for money, but for a Christian disposi-
tion. If you have this, you will even be able to 
buy heaven with two small copper coins. With-
out this disposition, one will not be able to do 
with ten thousand talents of gold the very thing 
that the two coins can do. Why? Because when-
ever you have many things and deposit a lesser 
amount, you have given alms, but not the same 
kind of alms that the widow gave. For you were 
not depositing it with the same kind of eager-
ness that she did. For she robbed herself of 
everything, or rather did not rob but gave to 
herself a free gift. Homilies on Philippians.1

1TLG 2062.160, 62.291.13-14, 17-33; cf. NPNF 1 5:251. Her 
intention prevailed, not her money. Money cannot buy blessedness 
in the kingdom. 
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Measuring the Value of Gifts. Jerome: 

The poor widow cast only two pennies into the 
treasury; yet because she gave all she had it is 
said of her that she surpassed all the rich in 
offering gifts to God.2 Such gifts are valued not 
by their weight but by the good will with which 
they are made. Letter 118, To Julian 5.3

The Song of Seraphim. Jerome: I pass on to 
the widow in the Gospel who though she was 
but a poor widow was yet richer than all the 
people of Israel.4 She had but a grain of mus-
tard seed, but she put her leaven in the mea-
sures of flour; and, tempering her confession of 
the Father and of the Son with the grace of the 
Holy Spirit, cast her two pennies into the trea-
sury. All the substance that she had, all her 
possessions she offered in the two testaments 
of her faith. These are like the two seraphim 
which glorify the trinity with threefold song5 
and are stored among the treasures of the 
church. They are like the two legs of the tongs 
by which live coal is caught up to cleanse the 
sinner’s lips.6 Letter 54, To Furia 17.7

12:43 More Than All Those

All Within Your Power. Chrysostom: 

When alms are given, we attend to nothing else 
except the disposition required. And if you say 
that money is needed, and houses and clothes 
and shoes, read those words of Christ, which 
he spoke concerning the widow,8 and stop 
being anxious. For even if you are extremely 
poor, and among those that beg, if you cast in 
your two small coins, you have done all in your 
power. Though you offer only a barley cake, 
having only this, you will have arrived at the 
heart of the matter. The Gospel of St. 
Matthew, Homily 52.5.9

The Share of the Poor in the Kingdom. 
Augustine: But what, brethren, is more 
mighty than that not only Zacchaeus should 
acquire the kingdom of heaven by the half of 
his goods,10 but even the widow for two pen-
nies,11 and that each should possess an equal 
share there? What is greater than that the same 
kingdom should be worth treasures to the rich 
man, and a cup of cold water to the poor?12 On 
the Psalms 112.3.13

A Good Will Alone Is Sufficient. Cae-
sarius of Arles: Therefore, those who pos-
sess good will have everything. This alone can 
be sufficient if there are no other things, but if 
it alone is lacking, whatever they possess prof-
its nothing. If it is present, it alone suffices, but 
everything else avails nothing if charity alone is 
lacking.14 Sermons 182.3.15

That Which Makes a Good Deed Good. 
Bede: The treasure in one’s heart is the inten-
tion of the thought, from which the searcher of 
hearts judges the outcome. Hence it quite fre-
quently occurs that some persons perform good 
deeds of lesser importance with a greater reward 
of heavenly grace. This is because of the inten-
tion in their hearts to accomplish greater good if 
they could. Others, though they display greater 
works of virtue, are allotted smaller rewards by 
the Lord on account of the indifference in their 
lukewarm hearts. The deed of the widow who 

2Mk 12:43-44.  3Cetedoc 0620, 118.55.5.442.4; NPNF 2 6:223*.  
4Mk 12:43; Lk 21:3-4.  5Is 6:2-3. 6Is 6:6-7.  7Jerome Letters 263* 
(LCL); Cetedoc 0620, 54.54.17.484.18; cf. NPNF 2 6:108.   8Mk 
12:43; Lk 21:3-4.  9NPNF 1 10:324*; TLG 2062.152, 58.523.22-30. 
The mighty who give much respond less faithfully than do the poor 
who give all.  10Lk 19:8.  11Mk 12:42.  12Cf. Mt 10:42.  13Cetedoc 
0283, 40.111.3.5; NPNF 1 8:547. The poor who give their all share 
the kingdom with the rich who give only a part.  14Cf. Eph 6:7.  
15Cetedoc 1008, 104.182.3.42; FC 47:470*. If one has nothing but a 
good will, that alone is sufficient.  
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contributed two copper coins to the temple was 
preferred to the large contributions of those who 
were rich by the One who weighs what is within 
our hearts.16 Homilies on the Gospels 2.25.17

12:44a They All Contributed out of Their 
Abundance

What the Miser Lacks. Jerome: There is an 
old saying that a tightwad lacks as much what he 
has as what he has not. One may have a whole 
world of wealth, another not a single scrap. Let 
each one live  “as having nothing and yet possess-
ing all.”18 Letter 53, To Paulinus 11.19

Traveling Step by Step. Evagrius: It is bet-
ter to begin from one’s feeble state and end up 
strong, to progress from small things to larger, 
than to set your heart from the very first on the 
perfect way of life, then only to abandon it 
later—or keep to it solely out of habit, because 
of what others will think—in which case all this 
labor will be in vain. It is the same with people 
who travel: if they tire themselves out on the 
very first day by rushing along, they will end up 
wasting many days as a result of sickness. But if 
they start out walking at a gentle pace until they 
have gotten accustomed to walking, in the end 
they will not get tired, even though they walk 
great distances. Likewise anyone who wishes to 
embark on the labors of the virtuous life should 
train himself gently, until he gradually reaches 
the full extent of his abilities. Do not be per-
plexed by the many paths walked by our fathers 
of old, each different from the other. Do not 
overzealously try to imitate them all—this 
would only upset your way of life. Rather, 
choose a way of life that suits your feeble state; 
travel on that, and you will live, for your Lord is 
merciful and he will receive you, not because of 
your achievements, but because of your inten-

tion, just as he received the destitute woman’s 
gift.20 Admonition on Prayer.21

12:44b She Out of Her Poverty

Invest with the Lord What He Has 
Given. Paulinus of Nola: We have been 
entrusted with the administration and use of 
temporal wealth for the common good, not 
with the everlasting ownership of private prop-
erty. If you accept the fact that ownership on 
earth is only for a time, you can earn eternal 
possessions in heaven. Call to mind the widow 
who forgot herself in her concern for the poor 
and, thinking only of the life to come, gave 
away all her means of subsistence, as the judge 
himself bears witness. Others, he says, have 
given of their superfluous wealth; but she, pos-
sessed of only two small coins and more needy 
perhaps than many of the poor—though in 
spiritual riches she surpassed all the wealthy—
she thought only of the world to come, and had 
such a longing for heavenly treasure that she 
gave away, all at once, whatever she had that 
was derived from the earth and destined to 
return there. Let us then invest with the Lord 
what he has given us, for we have nothing that 
does not come from him: we are dependent 
upon him for our very existence. . . . So let us 
give back to the Lord the gifts he has given us. 
Let us give to him who receives in the person of 
every poor man or woman. Let us give gladly, I 
say, and great joy will be ours when we receive 
his promised reward. Letters 34, 2-4.22

16Mk 12:42-44; Lk 2:1-4.  17Cetedoc 1367, 2.25.121; HOG 2:259*. 
Some perform good deeds of less importance yet with purer intent 
and hence receive greater divine approval.  182 Cor 6:10.  19Cetedoc 
0620, 53.54.11.464.17; NPNF 2 6:102**.  20Cf. 2 Chron 6:14; 30:9; 
Neh 1:5; Ps 25:10; Dan 9:4; Jas 5:11.  21CS 101:66-67*.  22Cetedoc 
0202, 29.74.2.305.3; JF B 132-33; 2-4; CSEL 29:305-6.  
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Beyond What Moses Prescribed. Hegemo-
nius: In that offering truly something is exhib-
ited that goes beyond what Moses prescribed 
on the subject of the receipt of moneys. For he 
received gifts from those who had; but Jesus 
receives them even from those who have not. 
The Disputation with Manes 42.23

Generosity Seen in the Light of Inten-
tion. Chrysostom: When the widow put into 
the collection box only two small coins,24 the 
master did not give her a recompense worth 

only two coins. Why was that? Because he paid 
no attention to the amount of the money. What 
he did heed was the wealth of her soul. If you 
calculate by the value of her money, her poverty 
is great. If you bring her intention into the 
light, you will see that her store of generosity 
defies description. On the Incomprehensi-
ble Nature of God 6.12.25

T H E  S I G N S  O F  T H E  P A R O U S I A

M A R K  1 3 : 1 - 8

Overview: The death of trees, contaminated 
air and the pollution of the fruits of the 
earth—all these are signs of the final judgment 
(Origen). The Gospels offer a cohesive ac-
count of history when they are compared text 
by text to seek the sense of the whole. Not 

merely wars between nations but also the final 
conflict between the kingdom of Christ and Sa-
tan will be resolved in the end (Augustine). 
Antichrist falsifies the truth, mimicking the 
goodness of Christ (Origen). The ruin of the 
edifice of Christian teaching, as of temples and 

23PG 10:1498; ANF 6:217 (Pseudo-Archelaus). The widow tran-
scended the requirements of Mosaic law. 24Cf. Mk 12:41-44; Lk 
2:1-4.  25TLG 2062.014, 48.750.49-50; FC 72:168-69.
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buildings, does not happen instantly but gradu-
ally (Origen). As long as some portions of the 
temple still remain intact, it would be improper 
to say that the Antichrist had already come 
(Cyril of Jerusalem).

13:1 What Wonderful Stones and What 
Wonderful Buildings

Believer as Temple. Origen: The temple 
was not overthrown all at once, but gradually 
as time went by. Similarly, every one who wel-
comes the Word of God into himself is some-
thing like a temple. If, after committing sin he 
does not completely fall away from the Word of 
God, but still partially preserves in himself 
traces of faith and accountability to God’s com-
mands, he is a temple partly destroyed, partly 
standing. But he who after sinning has no care 
for himself but is always prone to depart from 
faith and from life according to the gospel, till 
he completely departs from the living God, he 
is a temple in which no stone of doctrine is left 
upon any stone and not thrown down. Com-
mentary on Matthew 29.1

13:2 Not One Stone upon Another

The Temple in Ruins. Cyril of Jerusalem: 
Antichrist2 will come at such a time as there 
shall not be left of the temple of the Jews  “one 
stone upon another,” to quote the sentence pro-
nounced by the Savior.3 For it is not until all 
the stones are overthrown, whether by the 
decay of age, or through being pulled down for 
building material or in consequence of this or 
that other happening, and I do not mean 
merely the stones of the outer walls, but the 
floor of the inner temple where the cherubim 
were,4 that Antichrist will come  “with all signs 
and lying wonders”5 treating all the idols with 

disdain. Catechetical Lectures 15.15.6

13:3-4 They Asked Him Privately,  “Tell 
Us, When Will This Be?”

Reading The Signs. Augustine: There is no 
discrepancy in the Gospels as to facts of the end 
time,7 although one may supply details which 
another may pass over or describe differently. 
Rather, they supplement each other when com-
pared, and thus give direction to the mind of the 
reader.8 Letter 199, To Hesychius 25.9

13:6 Many Will Come in My Name, 
Saying,  “I Am He!”

Experts at Impersonation. Origen: Christ 
is truth. Antichrist falsifies truth. Christ is 
wisdom. Antichrist deftly simulates wisdom. 
All genuine excellences have a correspondence 
with Christ. All pretended virtues correspond 
with Antichrist. For each variety of good which 
Christ embodies in himself to build up the 
faithful, the demonic will find a way of mimick-
ing in appearance to deceive the faithful.10 
Commentary on Matthew 32.11

1PG 13:1640; AEG 5:113-14*.  2Cf. 1 Jn 2:18-22; 4:3; 2 Jn 7.  3Mk 
13:2.  4Cf. 1 Kings 6:27; 8:6.  52 Thess 2:9; cf. Mt 24:24; Mk 13:22.  
6TLG 2110.003, 15.15.12-9; LCC 4:159. This passage is made 
more interesting and historically weighty in the light of the fact 
that it was written in Jerusalem and taught in catechetical lectures 
at the site of the present Church of the Holy Sepulchre in the 
mid-fourth century, three centuries before the Muslim conquest 
and seven centuries before the Crusaders. It may indicate that the 
outer walls were already pulled down but the floor of the inner 
temple was still intact. One can assume that Cyril was familiar 
with the site as it appeared in his day. Since in his view the anti-
christ had not yet come, he understood himself in between the 
times of the basic destruction of the temple in A.D. 70 and the final 
destruction of the temple.  7Augustine is asking how the reader is 
to reason about apparently conflicting accounts of last things.  8Cf. 
Mt 24:3-8; Mk 13:3-8; Lk 21:7-11.  9Cetedoc 0262, 
199.57.9.265.15; FC 30:376**.   10Cf. Mt 24:24; Mk 13:22.  11PG 
13:1644-45; AEG 5:117-18*.
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The Common Condition of Nations. 
Augustine:  As to wars, when has the earth 
not been scourged by them at different periods 
and places? To pass over remote history, when 
the barbarians were everywhere invading 
Roman provinces in the reign of Gallienus,12 
how many of our brothers who were then alive 
do we think could have believed that the end 
was near, since this happened long after the 
ascension of the Lord! Thus, we do not know 
what the nature of those signs will be when the 
end is really near at hand, if these present ones 
have not been so foretold that they should at 
least be understood in the church. Certainly, 
there are two nations and two kingdoms, 
namely, one of Christ, the other of the devil. 
Letter 199, To Hesychius 35.13

13:8 There Will Be Earthquakes, There 
Will Be Famines

Ecological Crisis. Origen: Just as bodies 
become sick before their death if they do not 
suffer violence from without, and in all cases 
the way of separation of soul from body comes 
through weakness, so it happens with the 
whole course of the world creation. When the 
creation begins to decay, having as it has both 
beginning and end, it must grow weak before 
its dissolution. At this point the earth may be 
frequently shaken with earthquakes. The air 
having received some diseased contagion may 
become overrun with pestilence.14 Moreover 
the vital energies of the earth itself may sud-
denly fail and strangle its fruits. These destruc-
tive forces may pollute the regenerative 
capacity of all trees. Commentary on Mat-
thew 34.15

12Emperor from 260 to 268.  13Cetedoc 0262, 199.57.10.274.8; FC 
30:384.   14Cf. Lk 21:10-11.  15PG 13:1649; AEG 5:122*.



Mark 13:9-23

174

T H E  D E S O L A T I N G  S A C R I L E G E

M A R K  1 3 : 9 - 2 3

Overview: Far from being nothingness, the fi-
nal end for the faithful is the most complete con-
ceivable fullness of being (Hilary of Poitiers). 
Origen argued that the consummation would 
not occur until crucial prophecies are fulfilled 
and not before the gospel is preached to the 
whole world. Since there are still a number of 
known nations to whom the gospel had not yet 
been preached, it could not be argued that the 
end has yet come. Hippolytus thought that the 
reference to flight in winter was not merely to a 
literal winter but to an unexpectedly harsh spiri-
tual challenge. On that final day, however, those 
lacking faith will not be saved, even if they seem 
to be abiding within the faithful community and 
its sacraments (Cyprian, Augustine). The An-
tichrist will personify many seemingly plausible 
teachings (Origen).

13:10 The Gospel Must First Be Preached 
to All Nations

Whether This Has Already Occurred. 
Origen: It is evident that the gospel of the 
kingdom has not yet been preached in all the 
world. It is not reported to have been preached 
among all the Ethiopians, especially among 
those beyond the river,1 nor among the Serae, 
nor in the East.2 What are we to say of the Brit-
ons, or of the Germans along the ocean,3 or of 

the barbarians, Dacians,4 Samaritans and 
Scythians,5 the greatest part of whom have not 
yet6 heard the word of the gospel, but who will 
certainly hear it by the time of the end? If any 
one is minded to say rashly that the gospel of 
the kingdom has already been preached in all 
the world as a testimony to all nations, he will 
consequently be constrained to say that the end 
has already come!7 That would be a most rash 
statement indicating a lack of understanding. 
Commentary on Matthew 39.8

13:13 He Who Endures to the End

Promise of Blessedness. Hilary of Poit-
iers: Therefore the Lord exhorts us to wait with 
patient and reverent faith until the end comes, 
for  “Blessed is he that endures to the end.”9 It is 
neither a blessed nothingness that awaits us, nor 
is nonexistence the fruit, nor annihilation the 
appointed reward of faith. Rather the end is the 
final attainment of the promised blessedness. 
They are blessed who endure until the goal of 
perfect happiness is reached, when the expecta-
tion of faith reaches toward complete fulfill-

1Nile.  2Beyond Parthia.  3North Sea.  4Transylvania on the Danube.  
5Both Scythians and Samaritans were in the region now known as Bul-
garia and northwest of the Black Sea.  6Ca. A.D.  230.  7Origen here 
anticipates and meets the arguments that would later become known 
as  “realized eschatology.”  8PG 13:1655; AEG 5:126-27*. 9Mt 10:22; 
24:13; Mk 13:13; Lk 21:19.    
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ment. Their end is to abide with unbroken rest 
in that condition toward which they are pres-
ently pressing.10 On the Trinity 11.28.11

13:14a Set Up Where It Ought Not Be

The Place of Sacrilege. Origen: By the 
holy place is to be understood every saying of 
divine Scripture spoken by the prophets from 
Moses onwards, and by the Evangelists and 
apostles. In this holy place of all the Scriptures, 
Antichrist, the false Word, has often stood. 
This is the abomination of desolation.12 Com-
mentary on Matthew 42.13

13:14b Let Those Who Are in Judea Flee 
to the Mountains

When and Where to Flee. Origen: He who 
flees ought to know the place to which he 
ought to flee, and also to pray that he may not 
flee in the time which is opposed to flight. 
Commentary on Matthew 41.14

13:15 Let Him Who Is on the Housetop 
Not Go Down, nor Enter His House, to 
Take Anything Away

What Top of What House? Origen: The 
housetop in this case suggests a lofty and exalted 
mind. We are commanded not to descend down 
from this housetop. Let one who flees in perse-
cution not fail to go up to this housetop, but also 
from this housetop let him not come down to 
scramble for the things down below, in his 
house. Homilies on Jeremiah 12.13 (18).15

13:17 Alas for Those Who Give Suck in 
Those Days!

Providing for What One Has Acquired. 

Augustine: This is said figuratively, distinguish-
ing those with child from those who give suck. 
Those who are with child are the souls whose 
hope is in the world. Those who have acquired 
what they hoped for are  “those who give suck.” 
Suppose someone yearns to buy a country estate. 
She is with child, for her object is not gained as 
yet. The womb swells in hope. She buys it. When 
she has given birth, she now gives suck to what 
she has bought. Woe to those who put their hope 
in the world. Woe also to those who cling to those 
things which they brought forth through hope in 
the world. On the Psalms 96.14.16

13:18 Pray That It May Not Happen in 
Winter

When Sluggish in Righteousness. Hip-
polytus: When the elect pray that their flight 
not be on the Sabbath or in the winter, this 
means that God asks us not to let ourselves be 
surprised by the things which meet us unex-
pectedly when we might be sluggish in righ-
teousness (neglecting the Sabbath or caught in 
worldly preoccupations). Against Gaius 5.17

Keep On Praying. Ephrem the Syrian: 
Winter is without fruit and sabbath without 
labor.18 Do not let it be you who might be led 
away captive under such circumstances—when 
you have neither fruit nor work. Pray that cap-
tivity does not come either of some external 
necessity, such as the winter, or during a time 

10Cf. 2 Thess 1:5-7. 11Cetedoc 0433, 62A.11.28.11; NPNF 2 9:211**.  
12Cf. Dan 9:27; 11:31; 12:11; 1 Macc 1:54; Mt 24:15.  13PG 13:1660; 
AEG 5:131*. 14PG 13:1664; AEG 5:135*.   15TLG 2042.021, 
19.13.22-26; AEG 5:133.  16Cetedoc 0283, 39.95.14.7; NPNF 1 
8:474*. Idolatry toward worldly goods may come in the form of 
expecting fulfillment in the worldly or in living with the strains of the 
achievement of what had been hoped for in the worldly.   17CSCO 
101:17; AEG 5:138*.  18Cf. Mt 24:20, which has  “sabbath.”  
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of inattentiveness such as the sabbath. This 
means that neither the constraint of others nor 
the relaxation of your own will should be the 
occasion to take you away from the work of the 
Lord your God. . . . It is true that distress will 
come and that you will have to flee. But keep 
on praying lest this calamity come upon you in 
the winter, or surprise you on the sabbath 
when you are resting. . . . Winter is the time of 
repose from all the work of the summer, just as 
the sabbath is the time of repose, the seventh 
day, when work is not done. Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron.19

13:19 For in Those Days There Will Be 
Such Tribulation As Has Not Been from 
the Beginning

The Last Tribulation. Gregory the 
Great:  Let us keep in mind that these present 
afflictions are as far below the last tribulations, as 
is the person of the herald below the majesty of 
the judge he precedes. Reflect with all your mind 
upon this day, my dearest ones. Remedy what is 
now defective in your present life. Amend your 
ways. Overcome evil temptations by standing 
firm against them. Repent with tears of the sins 
you have committed. For the more you make 
ready against the severity of his justice by serving 
him in fear, the more serenely shall you behold the 
coming of that eternal judge, who with the Father 
and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns, world with-
out end. Amen. On the Gospel, Homily 1.20

13:22a False Christs Will Lead Astray, If 
Possible, the Elect

The Pretense of Truth. Origen:  While 
Antichrist is generically one, there may be 
many species of him. It is as if one would say 
that falsehood is generically one, but according 

to the differences of false doctrines there are 
found many specific falsehoods. . . .  “If possi-
ble” is a hyperbole. For he did not suggest or 
indicate that even the elect are to be thrown 
into error, but wishes to show that often the 
words of the heretics are exceedingly plausible 
and have power to move even those who hear 
them wisely. Every word professing to be truth 
while not the truth, whether among gentiles or 
barbarians, is in a sense Antichrist, seeking to 
mislead as though the truth, and to separate 
from the One who said,  “I am the truth.”21 
Commentary on Matthew 46.22

13:22b I Have Told You All Things 
Beforehand

Beware of the Adversary. Cyprian: 
The more the Adversary rages, the more error 
deceives. Senselessness makes its pretenses, 
envy inflames, covetousness makes blind, impi-
ety depraves, pride puffs up, discord exasper-
ates, anger hurries headlong. . . . Let the 
brethren beware of these things, for  “I have 
told you all things beforehand.”23 Avoid such 
people. Drive them away from your side and 
your ears, as if their mischievous conversation 
were the contagion of death. . . . It is an enemy 
of the altar, a rebel against Christ’s sacrifice, 
who offers the faithful faithlessness, who is a 
disobedient servant, an impious son, a hostile 
brother, who despises bishops, who forsakes 
the elders, who dares to set up another altar to 
make another prayer with prohibited words, to 
profane the truth of the Lord’s offering. Trea-
tises, On the Unity of the Church 16-17.24

19CSCO 137:261-262; JSSS 2:277-78**.   20Cetedoc 1711, 1.1.6.33; 
SSGF 1:20*; Migne PL 76, 1077-81, Homily 1.  21Jn 14:6.  22PG 
13:1668-9; AEG 5:143-44*.  23Mt 24:25; Mk 13:22.  24Cetedoc 
0041, 16.410; ANF 5:426-27*.  Avoid the purveyors of error.
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T H E  P A R O U S I A  O F  

T H E  S O N  O F  M A N

M A R K  1 3 : 2 4 - 2 7

Overview: The various inspired texts on the fi-
nal judgment must be read for their meaning 
rather than for a specific chronology (Victori-
nus of Petovium). The final coming of light will 
overwhelm the light of the stars (Bede). When 
the pillars of heaven shake, everything in cre-
ation becomes vulnerable (Gregory Thau-
maturgus, Bede). Even the most faithful will be 
shaken in the tribulation (Ambrose). Even amid 
this calamity, God is restoring the brokenness of 
humanity, broken in Adam’s fall, by gathering 
from the whole world the new humanity in 
Christ. If we resist his first coming, we will 
tremble at his second (Augustine). The coming 
Son of Man will judge the nations and fulfill the 
longings of the saints (Tertullian). He will 
come with power in his own body and in the 
risen bodies of the faithful (Augustine).

13:24a After That Tribulation

No Specific Chronology. Victorinus of 
Petovium: We must not inordinately fix 
upon the chronology of  what is said in Scrip-
ture, because frequently the Holy Spirit,1 
having spoken of  the end of  the last times, 
then returns again to address a previous 
time, and fills up what had before been left 

unsaid. Nor must we look for a specific chro-
nology in apocalyptic visions,2 but rather fol-
low the meaning of  those things which are 
prophesied. Commentary on the Apoca-
lypse 7.3

13:24b The Moon Will Not Give Its Light

As Persecution Mounts. Ambrose: As in 
its monthly eclipse, the moon, by reason of the 
earth coming between it and the sun, disap-
pears from view, so likewise the holy church, 
when the vices of the flesh stand in the way of 
the celestial light, can no longer borrow the 
splendor of its divine light from the sun of 
Christ. . . . Also the stars, that is, leaders sur-
rounded by the praise of their fellow Chris-
tians, shall fall, as the bitterness of persecution 
mounts up. Commentary on Luke 10.4

13:25a The Stars Will Be Falling

The Faithful Shaken. Augustine: When 
impious persecutors rage beyond measure, and 
when the fortune of this world seems to smile 
upon them and fear leaves them and they say:  

1In inspiring the sacred text.  2Cf. Mt 24:36; Mk 13:32. 3PL 5:331; 
ANF 7:352*.  4Cetedoc 0143, 10.358; SSGF 1:4. 
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“Peace and security,” then the stars shall fall from 
heaven and the powers of heaven shall be moved, 
when many who seemed to shine brilliantly with 
grace will yield to the persecutors and will fall, 
and even the strongest of the faithful will be 
shaken. Letter 199, To Hesychius 39.5

When the True Light Makes Stars Seem 
Dark. Bede: The stars at the day of judgment 
will seem to be dark, not by any failure of their 
own luster, but in consequence of the increase of 
the true light throwing them into the shade. Ex-
position on the Gospel of Mark 4.13.24.6

13:25b The Powers in the Heavens Will Be 
Shaken

The Coming of the Son. Tertullian: If you 
examine this whole passage of Scripture from 
the inquiry of the disciples down to the parable 
of the fig tree,7 you will find that it makes sense 
at every point in connection with the coming of 
the Son of Man. He will bring both sorrow and 
joy. The Son of Man is coming in the midst of 
both calamities and promises, both the grief of 
nations and the longing of the saints. He is the 
common element in both. He who is common 
to both will end the one by inflicting judgment 
on the nations, and will commence the other by 
fulfilling the longings of the saints. Against 
Marcion 4.39.8

Flight into Darkness. Gregory Thau-
maturgus: The powers above—the angels 
guarding the universe—will be put into action 
in that storm and tumult of all things. Powerful 
men will stop. Laboring women will also stop 
and flee into the dark places of their houses. 
On Ecclesiastes 12.9

The Pillars Shake. Bede: What wonder is 

it, that human beings should be troubled at 
this judgment, the sight of which makes the 
very angelic powers tremble? What will the 
upper parts of the house do when the pillars 
underneath begin to shake? Exposition on 
the Gospel of Mark 4.13.25.10

13:26 Son of Man Coming in the Clouds

With Great Majesty. Augustine: This 
could be taken in two ways: one, that he will 
come in the church as in a cloud, as he contin-
ues to come now according to his word:  “Here-
after you shall see the Son of man sitting on the 
right hand of the power of God, and coming in 
the clouds of heaven.”11 He comes with great 
power and majesty because his greater power 
and majesty will appear in the saints to whom 
he will give great power, so that they may not 
be overcome by such persecution. The other 
way in which he will come will be in his body 
in which he sits at the right hand of the 
Father,12 in which, also, he died and rose again 
and ascended into heaven. Letter 199, To 
Hesychius 41.13

Trembling at His Second Coming. Augus-
tine: In his last advent he will come in the 
clouds to judge the quick and the dead,14 just as 
he preached of clouds in his first voice which 
sounded forth in the gospel:  “They will see the 
Son of man coming in clouds with great power 

5Cetedoc 0262, 199.57.11.278.7; FC 30:388.  6Cetedoc 1355, 
4.13.211; CCL 120:600; GMI 338.7Mk 13:3-31. 8AEG 5:147-48**; 
Cetedoc 0014, 4.556.23; cf. ANF 3:416. The coming of the Son of 
Man stands at the juncture of historical catastrophe and intense joy, 
judging the nations and fulfilling the longings of the saints. 9TLG 
2063.006, 1016.34-39; Gregory Thaumaturgus, Gregory’s Ecclesiastes, 

ed. J. Jarick (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1990), p. 291*.  10Cetedoc 
1355, 4.13.211; GMI 338*.  11Mt 26:64.  12Mk 16:19; Rom 8:34; 
Col 3:1.  13Cetedoc 0262, 199.57.11.279.15; FC 30:389.  14Cf. Acts 
10:42; 2 Tim 4:1; 1 Pet 4:5.   
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and glory.”15 What is  “then”? Will not the Lord 
come again in later times, when all the peoples 
of the earth shall lament? He came first in 
preaching, and filled the whole wide world. Let 
us not resist his first coming, that we may not 
tremble at his second. On the Psalms 96.14.16

13:27 He Will Gather His Elect from the 
Four Winds

The Gathering of All the Elect from the 
Whole World. Augustine: That he will 
gather his elect from the four winds means 
from the whole world.17 For Adam himself, as I 
have shown, signifies in Greek the whole 
world, with the four letters (a, d, a, m). As the 
Greeks think of these matters, the four quar-
ters of the world have these initial letters, Ana-
tole (east), Dysis (west), Arktos (north), and 
Mesembria (south). Adam after the fall has 
been scattered over the whole world.18 He was 

in one place, but fell, and as if crushed in tiny 
pieces, his progeny filled the whole world. But 
the mercy of God is gathering together the 
fragments from every side and is forging them 
together by the fire of love, and making one 
what was pulverized. That incomparable artist 
knew just how to do this. So let no one despair. 
This indeed is a great work of art. But reflect 
upon who the artist is. The very one who made 
shall restore. The one who formed shall reform. 
Where finally shall we come to know righ-
teousness and truth? He will gather together 
his elect with him to the judgment, and the rest 
will be separated out.19 On the Psalms 
96.15.20

T H E  L E S S O N  O F  T H E  F I G  T R E E

M A R K  1 3 : 2 8 - 3 1

Overview: Summer is symbolic of endings and 
gatherings (Hippolytus). God, knowing the fu-
ture as if it were present, knows already the 
whole of history that is yet to be (Ambrose). 
Great world conflicts signify for faith the prom-

ised coming of the kingdom of God (Tertul-
lian). The Word of God does not pass away, 
even if all earthly things pass away (Origen). 
The passing away or destruction of the old in 
Scripture points to the passing forward to a 

15Mt 24:30; Mk 13:26; Lk 21:27.  16Cetedoc 0283, 39.95.14.7; 
NPNF 1 8:474.  17Cf. Mt 24:31; Mk 13:27.   18Cf. Gen 3:1-24.  
19Cf. Mt 25:32.  20Cetedoc 0283, 39.95.15.4; NPNF 1 8:474-75**; 
cf. Tractate on John 10.12.2; FC 78:223.
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fuller expression of the divine glory (Method-
ius). Nothing is more passing than speech in 
this world, but nothing is more durable in this 
world than God’s speech (Gregory the Great).

13:28 You Know That Summer Is Near

Sproutings of Summer. Tertullian: As the 
sproutings of small trees afford a sign of the 
approach of summer time, so do the great con-
flicts of the world point toward the kingdom by 
preceding it.1 Both sign and thing signified 
belong to the same One who orders all. So if 
conflicts are signs of the kingdom, as sprout-
ings are of summer, then the kingdom also is 
the creator’s, to whom the conflicts are 
ascribed, which are the signs of the coming 
kingdom. Against Marcion 4.39.2

The Gathering of Fruit. Hippolytus: The 
summer signifies the end of the world, because 
at that time fruits are gathered up and stored. 
On Matthew.3

13:31a Although Heaven and Earth Will 
Pass Away

What Is Meant By  “Pass Away”? Method-
ius: It is usual for the Scriptures to call the 
change of the world from its present dire condi-
tion to a better and more glorious one by the 
idiom of  “destruction.” For its earlier form is 
thereby lost in the change of all things to a state 
of greater splendor. This is not a contradiction 
or absurdity. Paul says that it is not the world 
as such but the  “fashion of this world”4 that 
passes away. So it is Scripture’s habit to call the 
passing from worse to better as  “destruction.” 
Think of a child who passes from a childish 
stage to amore mature stage. We sometimes 
express this as an undoing of outmoded pat-

terns. On the Resurrection 9.5

13:31b My Words Will Not Pass Away

The Word Will Not Come to Nothing. 
Origen: Although heaven and earth, and the 
things that are in them, may pass away, yet his 
divine speech regarding each individual thing, 
whether viewed as parts of a whole or species 
of a genus, shall by no means pass away.6 The 
utterances of God the Word, who was in the 
beginning with God, will not come to nothing. 
Against Celsus 5.22.7

Durability of Matter and Speech. Gre-
gory the Great:  Nothing of this world is 
more durable than the heavens and the earth, 
and nothing in the order of nature passes away 
more quickly than speech. Words, as long as 
they are incomplete, are not yet words. Once 
completed they cease utterly to be. In fact they can-
not be perfected except by their own passing 
away. Therefore he says:  “Heaven and earth 
shall pass away, but my words shall not pass.” 
As if he were openly to say: all that seems to 
you enduring and unchangeable is not enduring 
and without change in eternity. And everything 
of mine that seems to pass away is enduring 
and without change. My speech, that seems to 
pass away, utters thoughts (sententiae manentes) 

which endure forever. Homilies 1.8

God’s Making of Things Future. Am-
brose: For just as he calls the things that are 

1Mt 24:32-33; Mk 13:28-29; Lk 21:29-31.   2Cetedoc 0014, 4.557.20; 
AEG 5:156**; cf. ANF 3:417.  3CA 215; AEG 5:156*; loc. cit. On 

Matthew 13.28.  41 Cor 7:31. 5PG 18:276; ANF 6:366**; cf. AEG 
5:161.  6Cf. Mt 24:35; Mk 13:31; Lk 21:33.  7TLG 2042.001, 5.22.16-
20; cf. ANF 4:553. The divine speech that creates each particular 
thing will not pass away. 8Cetedoc 1711, 1.1.4.5; SSGF 1:19*; PL 76, 
1077-81, Homily 1.  
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not as though they were,9 so he has made 
things future as though they were. It cannot 
come to pass that they should not be. Those 
things that he has directed to be necessarily 
will be. Therefore he who has made the things 
that are to be, knows them already in the way 

in which they are to be. On the Christian 
Faith 5.4.192.10

T H E  N E C E S S I T Y  O F  W A T C H F U L N E S S

M A R K  1 3 : 3 2 - 3 7

Overview: Augustine’s comment on this pas-
sage focused upon the perplexing question of 
the Son’s not knowing the final day. When the 
Son is said not to know the final day, it is not 
because he is ignorant of it but because he 
causes it not to be known by them for whom it 
is not expedient to know it. He does not show 
it to them, and they will not learn it from him. 
It would not have been for our good to have 
known everything that was known to him. He 
spoke of knowing something by analogy, in the 
sense of knowing that which was fitting that 
hearers should know from him. The fullness of 
time is not yet humanly known as present but 
only as future. Christ  “knew not that day” with 

no other meaning than that he, by concealing 
it, caused others not to know it. It is according 
to a common form of speech that the Son is 
said not to know what he does not teach; hence 
he is said not to know what he causes us not to 
know (Augustine).

Insofar as he truly assumes and participates 
in our ordinary humanity, the Son shares our 
human limitations of not seeing into the future 
(Athanasius). The not knowing is attributed 
to the humanity of the incarnate Lord, not to 
the Godhead (Gregory of Nazianzus). It is 
not a defect in the truly human Son of God 
that he does not know the final hour but that it 
is not yet the time to speak or within the divine 

9Rom 4:17.  10Cetedoc 0150, 5.16.86; NPNF 2 10:309**. God has a 
different relation to time than we do. God exists in eternal simulta-
neity with all times and hence knows the future as now.
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plan to act (Hilary of Poitiers). Jesus knew 
the hour of judgment in the nature of his 
humanity but not from the nature of his 
humanity (Gregory the Great). Faith watches 
for the day of which it remains ignorant and 
trembles daily for that for which it daily hopes 
(Tertullian). Watchfulness for final judgment 
is not occasional but belongs to the continuing 
response of believers (Apostolic Constitu-
tions). If we knew the future, we would easily 
be tempted to postpone all human seriousness 
and delay all decision making (Athanasius). 
The pride that pretends one knows something 
one does not know is a greater moral danger 
than awareness of limited knowledge (August-
ine). Since everything is not yet revealed, the 
text calls us to humility (Irenaeus).

13:32a That Hour No One Knows, Not 
Even the Son

Ignorance of the Future Is Our Ordi-
nary Human Condition. Athanasius:  
When his disciples asked him about the end, 
he said with precision: Of that day or that hour 
no one knows, not even he himself 1—that is, 
when viewed according to the flesh, because he 
too, as human, lives within the limits of the 
human condition. He said this to show that, 
viewed as an ordinary man, he does not know 
the future, for ignorance of the future is charac-
teristic of the human condition. Insofar as he is 
viewed according to his divinity as the Word 
who is to come, to judge, to be bridegroom, 
however, he knows when and in what hour he 
will come. . . . For as upon becoming human he 
hungers, thirsts and suffers,2 along with all 
human beings, similarly as human he does not 
see the future. But viewed according to his 
divinity as the Word and wisdom of the Father, 
he knows, and there is nothing which he does 

not know. Four Discourses Against the 
Arians 3.46.3

Whether the Son Is Deficient in Knowl-
edge. Hilary of Poitiers: It is sometimes 
turned into a reproach against the only begotten 
God that he did not know the day and the hour. 
It is said that, though God, born of God, he is 
not in the perfection of divine nature, since he is 
subjected to the limitation of ignorance, namely, 
to an external force stronger than himself, tri-
umphing, as it were, over his weakness. The her-
etics in their frenzy would try to drive us to this 
blasphemous interpretation: that he is thus cap-
tive to this external limitation, which makes 
such a confession inevitable. The words are 
those of the Lord himself. What could be more 
unholy, we ask, than to corrupt his express 
assertion by our attempt to explain it away? But, 
before we investigate the meaning and occasion 
of these words, let us first appeal to the judg-
ment of common sense. Is it credible, that he, 
who stands to all things as the author4 of their 
present and future, should not know all things? 
. . . All that is derives from God alone its origin, 
and has in him alone the efficient cause of its 
present state and future development. Can any-
thing be beyond the reach of his nature, through 
which is effected, and in which is contained, all 
that is and shall be? Jesus Christ knows the 
thoughts of the mind, as it is now, stirred by 
present motives, and as it will be tomorrow, 
aroused by the impulse of future desires. . . . 
Whenever God says that he does not know, he 
professes ignorance indeed, but is not under the 
defect of ignorance. It is not because of the infir-
mity of ignorance that he does not know, but 

1Cf. Mt 24:36; Mk 13:32. 2Cf. Mt 4:2; Mk 8:31; Lk 24:46; Jn 
19:28.  3NPNF 2 4:419*; TLG 2035.042, 26.420.29-38, 421.1-5. 
The God-man according to his humanity shares with us our ordi-
nary human condition of ignorance of the future.  4Cf. Heb 12:2.
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because it is not yet the time to speak, or in the 
divine plan to act. . . . This knowledge is not, 
therefore, a change from ignorance, but the com-
ing of a fullness of time. He waits still to know, 
but we cannot suppose that he does not know. 
Therefore his not knowing what he knows, and 
his knowing what he does not know, is nothing 
else than a divine economy in word and deed. 
On the Trinity 9.58-62.5

Whether the Son Knows All That the 
Father Knows. Augustine: According to  
“the form of God”6 everything that the Father 
has belongs to the Son: for  “All things that are 
mine are yours, and yours are mine.”7 According 
to the form of a slave,8 however, his teaching is 
not his own, but of the One who sent him. 
Hence  “Of that day or hour no one knows, nei-
ther the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the 
Father only.”9 He is ignorant of this in the spe-
cial sense of making others ignorant. He did not  
“know it” in their presence in such a way as to 
be prepared to reveal it to them at that time. 
Recall that in a similar way it was said to Abra-
ham:  “Now I know that you fear God,”10 in the 
sense that now I am taking you through a con-
tinuing journey to know yourself, because 
Abraham came to know himself only after he 
had been tried in adversity. . . . Jesus was  “igno-
rant” in this sense, so to speak, among his disci-
ples, of that which they were not yet able to 
know from him. He only said that which was 
seasonally fitting for them to know. Among 
those with mature wisdom he knew in a differ-
ent way than among babes.11 On the Trinity 
1.12.23.12

Figurative Speech Concerning What the 
Son Does Not Will to Know. Augustine: I 
am by no means of the opinion that a figurative 
mode of expression can be rightly termed a 

falsehood. For it is no falsehood to call a day 
joyous because it makes people joyous. A 
lupine seed is not sad because it lengthens the 
face of the eater because of its bitter taste. So 
also we say that God  “knows” something when 
he makes his hearers know it (an instance 
quoted by yourself in the words of God to 
Abraham,  “Now I know that you fear God”13). 
These are by no means false statements, as you 
yourself readily see. Accordingly, the blessed 
Hilary threw light on an obscure point by this 
kind of figurative expression, showing how we 
ought to understand the words that  “he did not 
know the day,”14 with no other meaning than 
this: In proportion as he had made others igno-
rant by concealing his meaning, he spoke of it 
figuratively as his own lack of knowledge. So by 
concealing it, he so to speak caused others not 
to know it. He did not by this explanation con-
done lying, but he proved that it was not lying 
to use the common figures, including meta-
phors, as a form of speech available to all, a 
mode of expression entirely familiar to all in 
daily conversation. Would anyone call it a lie to 
say that vines are jeweled with buds, or that a 
grainfield waves, or that a young man is in the 
flower of his youth, because he sees in these 
objects neither waves nor precious stones, nor 
grass, nor trees to which these expressions 
would literally apply? Letter 180, To 
Oceanus 3.15

5Cetedoc 0433,   62A.9.58.4; NPNF 2 9:175-77**. The hour referred 
to is the fullness of time, which is not yet known as present but is 
known as future. It is not a defect in the Son of God that he does not 
know, but it is not yet the time to speak.  6Cf. Phil 2:6.  7Jn 17:10.  8Cf. 
Phil 2:7.   9Mt 24:36; Mk 13:32. 10Cf. Gen 22:12. 11Cf. 1 Cor 3:1.  
12Cetedoc 0329, 50.1.11.31; FC 45:34-35**.  13Gen 22:12.  14Cf. Mt 
24:36; Mk 13:32.  15Cetedoc 0262, 180.44.3.698.26; NPNF 
1:547-48**; cf. FC 30:119. This is a true statement figuratively under-
stood, for Christ knew not that day with no other meaning than that 
he, by concealing it, caused others not to know it.
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The Time Not Disclosed to Flesh. Augus-
tine:  No one should arrogate to oneself the 
knowledge of that time by any computation of 
years. For if that day is to come after seven thou-
sand years, everyone could learn its advent sim-
ply by adding up years. What comes then of the 
Son’s even  “not knowing” this? This is said with 
this meaning, that his hearers do not learn this 
from the Son, not that he by himself does not 
know it. It is to be understood according to that 
form of speech by which  “The Lord your God 
tries you that he may know,”16 which means, that 
he may make you know. Again, the phrase  “arise, 
O Lord”17 means make us arise. Thus when the 
Son is said not to know this day, it is not because 
he is ignorant of it, but because he causes those 
to know it not for whom it is not yet expedient 
to know it, for he does not show it to them. On 
the Psalms 6.1.18

13:32b Only the Father

Whether Everything Is Already Re-
vealed. Irenaeus: The gnostics presumptu-
ously assume acquaintance with the unspeak-
able mysteries of God. Remember that even the 
Lord, the very Son of God, allowed that the 
Father alone knows the very day and hour of 
judgment. . . . If then the Son was not ashamed 
to ascribe the knowledge of that day to the 
Father only, but declared what was true regard-
ing the matter, neither let us be ashamed to re-
serve for God those enigmatic questions which 
come our way. Against Heresies 2.28.6.19

The All-Knowing God. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: The last day and hour no one 
knows, not even the Son himself, but the 
Father.20 Yet how can the source of wisdom be 
ignorant of anything—that is, wisdom who 
made the world, who perfects all, who remodels 

all, who is the limit of all things that were made, 
who knows the things of God and the spirit of a 
person, knowing the things that lie deep 
within?21 For what can be more perfect than this 
knowledge? How then can you say that all things 
before that hour he knows accurately, and all 
things that are to happen about the time of the 
end, but of the hour itself he is ignorant? For 
such a thing would be like a riddle. It is as if one 
were to say that he knew accurately all that was 
in front of the wall, but did not know the wall 
itself. Or that, knowing the end of the day, he 
did not know the beginning of the night. Yet 
knowledge of the one necessarily implies the 
other. Thus everyone must see that the Son 
knows as God, and knows not as man (if we may 
for the purposes of argument distinguish that 
which is discerned by sight from that whichis 
discerned by thought alone). For the absolute 
and unconditioned use of the name  “the Son” in 
this passage, without the addition of whose 
Son,22 leads us to conclude: We are to under-
stand the ignorance in the most reverent sense, 
by attributing it to his human nature, and not to 
the Godhead. Oration 30, On the Son, Sec-
ond Oration 15.23

Not for Our Good to Know All. August-
ine: It was not part of his office as our master 
that through him the day should become 
known to us.24 It remains true that the Father 
knows nothing that the Son does not know, 
since his Son, the Word, is his wisdom, and his 

16Deut 13:3.  17Ps 3:7.  18Cetedoc 0283, 38.6.1.9; NPNF 1 8:15**. 
When the Son is said not to know this day, it is not because he is 
ignorant of it but because he does not disclose its time to those for 
whom this knowledge would not be helpful.  19AHR 1:355; ANF 
1:401*. The text calls us to humility.  20Mt 24:36; Mk 13:32.  211 
Cor 2:2.  22Whether the reference is to the son of Mary or Son of 
God.  23TLG 2022.010, 15.1-17; NPNF 2 7:315**. 24Augustine is 
asking whether it would have been for our good to have known 
everything that was known to God.
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wisdom is to know. But it was not for our good 
to know everything which was known to him 
who came to teach us. He surely did not come 
to teach us that which it was not good for us to 
know. As master he both taught some things 
and left other things untaught. He knew both 
how to teach us what was good for us to know, 
and not to teach us what was not for our good 
to know. It is according to this common form of 
speech that the Son is said  “not to know” what 
he does not choose to teach. We are in the daily 
habit of speaking in this way. Accordingly he is 
said  “not to know” what he causes us not to 
know. On the Psalms 37.1.25

The Son’s Discernment of the Future. 
Gregory the Great:  When we speak of a 
glad day, we do not mean that the day itself is 
glad, but that it makes us glad. So also the 
Almighty Son says that he does not know the 
day which he causes not to be known. It is not 
that he himself does not know it, but that he 
does not allow it to be known. Only the Father 
is said to know the future in this same way.26  
The Son, who according to his divinity is of the 
same essential nature with the Father, has 
knowledge of that which the angels are ignorant. 
The only begotten, being incarnate and made for 
us a perfect man, knew indeed in the nature of 
his incarnate humanity the day and hour of the 
judgment, but still it was not from the nature of 
his humanity as such that he knew it. What 
then he knew in his humanity he knew not from 
it. Epistle 41, To Eulogius.27

13:33a Take Heed, Watch

The Coming Judgment. Tertullian:  How 
useless is the advice of those simplistic moral-
ists who teach that after death rewards and 
punishments fall with lighter weight! That is, if 

any judgment at all awaits the soul! Rather it 
ought to be assumed that judgment will be 
weightier at the end of life than during it. For 
nothing is more telling and complete than that 
which comes at the very end. So no judgment 
could be more complete than God’s. Accord-
ingly, God’s judgment will be incomparably 
radical and comprehensive, because it will be 
pronounced at the very last, in an eternal irre-
vocable sentence, both of punishment and of 
consolation. Then souls will not conveniently 
dissolve into senselessness, but will return into 
their own proper bodies. All this occurs once 
for all, on  “that day, too, of which the Father 
only knows,”28 in order that a full trial be made 
of faith, and of faith’s concerned sincerity 
which awaits in trembling expectation, keeping 
her gaze ever fixed on that day, in her perpetual 
ignorance of when it will arrive, daily trembling 
at that for which she yet daily hopes. On the 
Soul 33.29

Daily Readiness. Athanasius:  The end of 
all things is concealed from us. For in the end 
of all is the end of each, and in the end of each 
is the end of all [on the last day]. Whereas this 
time is uncertain and always in prospect, we 
may advance day by day as if summoned, reach-
ing forward to the things before us and forget-
ting the things behind.30 For who, if they knew 
the day of the end, would not disregard the 

25Cetedoc 0283, 38.36.1.1.5; NPNF 1 8:91**. It is according to a 
common form of speech that the Son is said not to know what he 
does not teach; hence he is said not to know what he causes us not 
to know.  26Similarly we say the Father alone knows, not so as to 
imply that it is known only by the Father and not the Son. The eter-
nal Son knows what the eternal Father knows.  27Cetedoc 1714, 
10.21.47; NPNF 2 13:48** (italics added).  28Mt 24:36; Mk 
13:32. 29Cetedoc 0017, 33.72; ANF 3:215**; cf. AEG 5:164. Faith 
remains calm in watching for the day of which it remains ignorant 
and confident even in trembling daily for that for which it daily 
hopes. 30Phil 3:13.
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interval? But if ignorant, would they not be 
more ready day by day? It was on this account 
that the Savior said:  “Watch; for you do not 
know when the time will come.”31 Four Dis-
courses Against the Arians 3.49.32

13:33b You Do Not Know When the Time 
Will Come

The Pretense of Knowing Something 
Unknown. Augustine:  A person does not go 
wrong when he knows that he does not know 
something, but only when he thinks he knows 
something which he does not know. Letter 
199, To Hesychius 52.33

13:35 You Do Not Know When the Master 
of the House Will Come

Sober Hearts. Prudentius:
“Away,” he cries,  “with dull repose,
The sleep of death and sinful sloth;
With hearts now sober, just and pure,
Keep watch, for I am very near.”

A Hymn for Cock-Crow.34

13:37 What I Say to You, I Say to All: 
Watch

Former Good Deeds Unprofitable. Apos-
tolic Constitutions: Watch therefore, and 
pray, that you do not sleep unto death.35 For 
your former good deeds will not profit you if in 
the end of your life you go astray from the true 
faith.36 Constitutions of the Holy Apos-
tles 7.2.31.37

His Second Coming. Augustine: The first 
coming of Christ the Lord, God’s Son and our 
God, was in obscurity. The second will be in 
sight of the whole world. When he came in 

obscurity, no one recognized him but his own 
servants. When he comes openly, he will be 
known by both the good and the bad. When he 
came in obscurity, it was to be judged. When 
he comes openly, it will be to judge. He was 
silent at his trial, as the prophet foretold. . . . 
Silent when accused, he will not be silent as 
judge. Even now he does not keep silent, if 
there is anyone to listen. But it says he will not 
keep silent then, because his voice will be 
acknowledged even by those who despise it.
Sermons 18.1-2.38

Coming Suddenly to Those Unprepared. 
Augustine:  Who are the  “all” to whom he 
says this if not his elect and his beloved, the 
members of his body which is the church?39 
Therefore, he said this not only to those who 
then heard him speaking, but also to those 
who came after them and before us, as well as 
to us and to those who will come after us until 
his final coming. Is that day going to encoun-
ter only those currently living, or is anyone 
likely to say that these words are also 
addressed to the dead, when he says:  “Watch, 
lest he comes suddenly and finds you asleep?”40 
Why, then, does he say to all what concerns 
only those who will then be living? For that 
day will come to every single one, when the 
day comes for him to leave this life, such as it 
is, to be judged on the last day.41 For this rea-
son, every Christian ought to watch lest the 
coming of the Lord find him unprepared. But 
the last day will find unprepared anyone whom 
this day will find unprepared.42 This at least 

31Mt 25:13; Mk 13:33. 32NPNF 2 4:420-21*; TLG 2035.042, 
26.428.14-26. 33Cetedoc 0262, 199.57.13.289.16; FC 30:398-99*.  
34Cetedoc 1438, 1.5; FC 43:3.  35Cf. Lk 21:36.  36Cf. Ezek 18:24; 
33:13; 1 Tim 1:18-19.  37PG 1:1021; ANF 7:471.  38Cetedoc 0284, 
18.41.7; JF B 10; PL 38, 128-29; cf. WSA 3 1:373, Sermon 18.1-2.  
39Col 1:18, 24. 40Mk 13:35-36.  41Cf. Jn 12:48. 42Cf. Mt 25:1-13.
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was certainly clear to the apostles. Even if the 
Lord did not come in their times, while they 
were still living here in the flesh, yet who 
would doubt that they watched most carefully 
and observed what he said to all, lest coming 

suddenly he might find them unprepared? 
Letter 199, To Hesychius 3.43

T H E  A N O I N T I N G  A T  B E T H A N Y

M A R K  1 4 : 1 - 9  

Overview:  This simple, beautiful act of a 
guileless Judean woman is even now being re-
membered the world over (Chrysostom). The 
woman understood that Jesus was about to die 
and was anointing him for his burial (Bede). 
The broken vessel was a reminder that the de-
struction of death precedes resurrection to life. 
The perfume is better released to all the world 
than sealed up. In baptism believers are 

anointed with oil by analogy to his anointing 
( Jerome). The faithful are called nard because 
they share by faith in this costly, unsullied 
anointing, which points to the Lord’s messianic 
Sonship. Early exegetes thought it likely that 
the woman who poured ointment on Jesus’ 
head, as reported in Mark, was the same as she 
who poured ointment on his feet, as reported 
in Luke.  Jesus was with the church bodily for 

43Cetedoc 0262, 199.57.1.246.13; FC 30:359*. We the living are 
also called to watch for his coming, as did the apostles.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+14%3A1-9&version=RSV
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only a short time, whereas the poor will always 
be bodily present to welcome our care (Bede). 
Those who hypocritically champion the cause 
of the poor while pilfering the church’s funds 
for the poor choose the part of Judas (Origen).  
The Passover was the Mosaic type of Jesus’ sac-
rifice as paschal lamb (Bede).

14:1 Before the Passover

The Paschal Lamb. Bede: Having observed 
up to that point the observances of the old 
Passover, he brought them to perfection, 
and he handed over the new sacraments to his 
disciples to be observed henceforth.1 . . . 
Our Lord is the counterpart of the paschal 
lamb. Five days before he entered upon his 
suffering, he came to the place of his passion 
to teach that he was the one Isaiah2 had 
predicted. Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.3.3

14:3a A Woman Came with an Alabaster 
Jar of Ointment

Which Woman? Bede:  We should not doubt 
that this was that same woman, once a sinner, 
who, as the Evangelist Luke reports, came to 
our Lord with an alabaster vase of ointment  
“and, standing behind him at his feet, began to 
bathe his feet with her tears, and she wiped 
them with the hair of her head, and kissed his 
feet and anointed them with ointment.”4 This 
is the same woman, but there, she bent over 
and anointed only our Lord’s feet, and she did 
this amid her tears of repentance. Here amid 
the joy of her righteous action she did not hesi-
tate both to anoint his feet and to stand up to 
anoint his head also. Exposition on the Gos-
pel of Mark 2.4.5

14:3b Of Pure Nard, Very Costly

Why Nard? Jerome: This woman is outside 
the temple and carries with her a jar of ointment 
containing nard, genuine nard, from which she 
has prepared the ointment.6 This is why the 
faithful are called  “genuine” or pure nard. The 
church, gathered from the nations, is offering 
the Savior the abounding faith of believers. The 
alabaster jar which had been sealed7 is broken 
that all may receive its perfume. Homilies of 
Saint Jerome, Homily 84.8

The Meaning of Nard. Bede: It was com-
pounded from spikenard which was pure 
(that is, untainted and unadulterated with 
other different kinds), and which was pre-
cious, to imply the chastity of perfect faith 
and action. Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.4.9

Head and Feet Anointed. Bede: His head, 
which Mary anointed, represents the sublim-
ity of his deity. His feet indicate the lowliness 
of his incarnation.10 We too anoint his feet 
when we proclaim with due praise the mys-
tery of the incarnation which he took upon 
himself. We too anoint his head when we 
venerate the loftiness of his divinity with a 
consent fitting to him. Exposition on the 
Gospel of Mark 2.4.11

1Cf. Lk 22:14-20.   2Is 53.  3Cetedoc 1367, 2.3.10; HOG 2:24*. Jesus 
was the paschal lamb sacrificed once for all.  4Lk 7:37-38; cf. Jn 12:3.  
5Cetedoc 1367, 2.4.9; HOG 2:36-37.  6Cf. Mt 26:7; Mk 14:3; Lk 
7:37.  7The fulfillment of Hebrew prophecy had until now been 
sealed.  8Cetedoc 0594, 10.78; FC 57:189**.  9Cetedoc 1367, 
2.4.102; HOG 2:37.  10Cf. Jn 12:3.  11Cetedoc 1367, 2.4.105; HOG 
2:37**. Hence, by their praise of the mystery of the incarnation and 
consent to Christ’s lordship, the faithful continue to take part in his 
anointing.   
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14:3c She Broke the Jar

Without Breaking, the Fragrance Is 
Held Within. Jerome: Just as the grain of 
wheat, unless it falls into the ground and dies, 
does not bring forth any fruit,12 so, also, unless 
the alabaster jar be broken, we cannot spread 
its fragrance.13 Homilies of St. Jerome, Hom-
ily 84.14

Prophetic Testimony Fulfilled. Bede:  
What is accomplished here is what the bride 
glorifies in the canticle of love,  “While the king 
was resting [on his couch], my spikenard gave 
forth its fragrance.”15 Here it is clearly shown 
that what Mary once did as a type,16 the entire 
church and every perfect soul should do always. 
Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 2.4.17

14:3d She Poured It over His Head

Baptismal Anointing Anticipated. Jer-
ome: This woman has a very special message 
for you who are about to be baptized. She 
broke her alabaster jar that Christ may make 
you  “christs,” his anointed. Hear what it says in 
the Canticle of Canticles:  “Your name spoken 
is a spreading perfume, therefore the maidens 
love you. We will follow you eagerly in the fra-
grance of your perfume!”18 Homilies of St. 
Jerome, Homily 84.19

We Share in His Anointing. Bede: We 
anoint our Lord’s head when we cherish the 
glory of his divinity, along with that of his 
humanity, with the worthy sweetness of faith, 
hope and charity,20 [and] when we spread the 
praise of his name by living uprightly. We 
anoint our Lord’s feet when we renew his poor 
by a word of consolation, so that they may not 
lose hope when they are under duress. We wipe 

[the feet of ] these same ones with our hair 
when we share some of what is superfluous to 
us [to alleviate] the wants of the needy.21 Ex-
position on the Gospel of Mark 2.4.22

14:4 Why Wasted?

Sharing the Perfume with the Whole 
World. Jerome:  To him [ Judas], it seemed to 
be wasting the ointment because the jar is bro-
ken, but, for us, it was a great good because the 
perfume spread throughout the world. Why are 
you indignant, Judas, because the alabaster jar 
is broken? God, who made you and all the 
nations, is blessing us with that precious per-
fume. You wanted to keep the perfume sealed 
up so that it would not reach others. Homi-
lies of Saint Jerome, Homily 84.23

14:5 It Might Have Been Sold and Given to 
the Poor

In Defense of the Poor. Origen:  The trai-
tor Judas, who in appearance championed the 
cause of the poor, said with indignation,  “This 
ointment might have been sold for more than 
three hundred denarii, and the money given to 
the poor.”24 But in reality he  “was a thief, and 
as he had the money box he used to take what 
was put into it.”25 If, then, any one in our time 
who has the money box of the church speaks 

12Cf. Jn 12:24.  13Mk 14:3.  14Cetedoc 0594.10.86; FC 57:189. The 
destruction of death precedes the resurrection to life. 15Song 1:12.  
16Jn 12:3.  17Cetedoc 1367, 2.4.129; HOG 2:38. Mary’s anointing is 
anticipatory of the church’s abiding praise of his lordship.  18Song 
1:3-4.  19Cetedoc 0594, 10.50; FC 57:188. The anointing of the 
believer with oil recalls the Lord’s own messianic anointing.  20Cf. 
1 Cor 13:13.  21Cf. Deut 15:11; Prov 31:9; Lk 14:13; Gal 2:10.  
22Cetedoc 1367, 2.4.118; HOG 2:37-38.  23Cetedoc 0594, 10.111; 
FC 57:190*. Those who freely receive the fragrance of grace per-
ceive its value differently than did the miserly betrayer who wanted 
to save it. 24Jn 12:5.   25Jn 12:6.   
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like Judas as if speaking for the poor, but steals 
what is placed there, let there be assigned to 
him the same portion along with Judas. Com-
mentary on Matthew 11.9.26

14:6 A Beautiful Thing

Between Beauty and Need. Jerome: When 
the apostles27 pleaded that the ointment was 
being wasted, they were rebuked by the voice of 
the Lord. Christ did not need the ointment, 
nor do martyrs need the light of candles. Yet 
that woman freely poured out the ointment in 
honor of Christ, and her heart’s devotion was 
accepted. . . . Hence throughout the whole 
Eastern Church, even when there are no relics 
of the martyrs, whenever the gospel is to be 
read the candles are lighted although the dawn 
may be reddening the sky, not of course to scat-
ter the darkness, but by way of evidencing our 
joy. Against Vigilantius 7.28

14:7 You Always Have the Poor with You, 
and Whenever You Will, You Can Do Good 
to Them

His Visitation Brief. Bede: [ Jesus] was 
going to remain bodily with the church for 
but a brief while, whereas the poor, for whom 
alms could be provided, were always to be 
found in it. Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.4.29

14:8 Anointed My Body Beforehand for 
Burying

What She Understood. Bede: As though 
Judas was asking an innocent question, our 
Lord simply and gently explained the mystery 
of what Mary’s action meant, namely that he 
himself was about to die, and that he was to be 
anointed for his burial with the spices. . . . This 
is to say clearly,  “She will not be able to touch 
my body once I am dead; she has done what she 
was able to do; she has anticipated, while I am 
still alive, the performance of the duty of bury-
ing me.” Exposition on the Gospel of 
Mark 2.4.30

14:9 In Memory of Her

Who Remembers Her? Chrysostom: The 
Persians, the Indians, Scythians, Thracians, 
Samaratians, the race of the Moors and the 
inhabitants of the British isles celebrate a deed, 
performed in a private family in Judea by a 
woman who had been a sinner. The Gospel 
of St. Matthew, Homily 80.2.31

26ANF 9:438; TLG 2042.030, 11.9.81-89.  27Cf. Mt 26:8.  28Cete-
doc 0611, 7.361.11; NPNF 2 6:420**.   29Cetedoc 1367, 2.4.169; 
HOG 2:39. Jesus could not be bodily always with his disciples, 
whom he had to die to save. Yet under the continuing conditions of 
sin in history, the poor will always be there to receive our gifts.  
30Cetedoc 1367, 2.4.156; HOG 2:39.  31TLG 2062.152, 57.725.53-
57; NPNF 1 10:481; GMI 355.
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T H E  B E T R A Y A L  B Y  J U D A S

M A R K  1 4 : 1 0 - 1 1

Overview: As Jesus was sold, the salvation of 
humanity was bought (Gregory of Nazian-
zus). Note that the chronology after the be-
trayal of Judas is able to be tracked almost 
hourly (Didascalia).

14:11a They Promised to Give Him Money

What Was Sold and What Bought. Gre-
gory of Nazianzus: He is sold, and cheap 
was the price—thirty pieces of silver;1 yet he 
buys back the world at the mighty cost of his 
own blood.2 A sheep, he is led to the 
slaughter3—yet he shepherds Israel4 and now 
the whole world as well.5 Oration 29, On the 
Son 20.6

14:11b He Sought an Opportunity to 
Betray Him

The Chronology of the Passion Week. 
Didascalia: And Judas Iscariot, who was one of 
us, rose up and went his way to betray him.7 And 
Judas came with the scribes and with the priests 
of the people, and betrayed our Lord Jesus.

Now this was done on the fourth day of the 
week. And in the night they seized our Lord 
Jesus. And the next day, which was the fourth 

of the week, he remained in ward in the house 
of Caiaphas the high priest. And on the same 
day the chiefs of the people were assembled and 
took counsel against him. And on the next day 
again, which was the fifth of the week, they 
brought him to Pilate the governor. And he 
remained again in the ward with Pilate the 
night after the fifth day of the week. But when 
it drew on (towards day) on the Friday, they 
accused him much before Pilate; and they could 
show nothing that was true, but gave false wit-
ness against him. And they asked him of Pilate 
to be put to death; and they crucified him on 
the same Friday.

He suffered, then, at the sixth hour on Fri-
day. And these hours wherein our Lord was 
crucified were reckoned a day. And afterwards, 
again, there was darkness for three hours; and 
it was reckoned a night. And again, from the 
ninth hour until evening, three hours, (reck-
oned) a day. And afterwards again (there was) 
the night of the Sabbath of the Passion. 
Didascalia Apostolorum 21.8

1Cf. Mt 26:15.   2Cf. 1 Cor 6:20; 1 Pet 1:19.   3Cf. Acts 8:32; Is 53:7.  
4Cf. Ps 80:1.   5Cf. Jn 10:11, 16.   6FGFR 259; TLG 2022.010, 
20.18-21.  7Cf. Mt 26:14; Mk 14:10; Lk 22:4. 8DA 181-2.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+14%3A10-11&version=RSV
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P R E P A R A T I O N  F O R  T H E  P A S S O V E R

M A R K  1 4 : 1 2 - 1 6

Overview: For those being baptized into the 
Lord’s passion, Easter is an especially fitting 
day for baptism. The metaphor of water sug-
gests the anticipation of baptism in the passion 
narrative (Tertullian).

14:12 When They Sacrificed the Passover 
Lamb

Easter and Baptism. Tertullian: The 
Passover affords a more than usually solemn 
day for baptism. For that is the day when in 
effect the Lord’s passion, into which we are 
baptized, was completed. On Baptism 19.1

14:13 A Man Carrying a Jar of WaterWill 
Meet You

The Sign of Water. Tertullian: Nor will it 
be incongruous to interpret figuratively the fact 
that, when the Lord was about to celebrate the 
last Passover, he told the disciples who were 
sent to make preparation that they would meet 
a man bearing water.2 He thus points out the 
place for celebrating the Passover by the sign of 
water. On Baptism 19.3

1Cetedoc 0008, 19.1; ANF 3:678*.  2Cf. Mk 14:13; Lk 22:10.  
3Cetedoc 0008, 19.2; ANF 3:678*; cf. AEG 5:201-2. In this way 
baptism is figuratively embedded already in the passion story.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+14%3A12-16&version=RSV


Mark 14:17-21

193

T H E  T R A I T O R  

Overview: Jesus is portrayed as exceedingly pa-
tient in the face of his betrayer (Cyprian). Judas 
was cursed by his own freely willed choice. God 
did not make a mistake in giving Judas life but 
brought to judgment the evil that Judas’s own 
will had acquired by his own choice  (Origen, 
John of Damascus). Origen noted that Jesus’ 
way of confronting his betrayer was subtle, by 
quoting a psalm on duplicity. The  “woe” is ad-
dressed also to the devil and to all who with 
Judas betray Christ. Having been taught to be 
self-critical, each disciple questioned his own 
conscience about whether he could have be-
trayed the Lord. It was for the disciples’ own 
good that Jesus tested their consciences by not 
pointing out the betrayer directly (Origen).

14:18a As They Were at the Table Eating

Jesus’ Unique Relation with His Be-
trayer. Cyprian:  His wonderful patience is 
seen in the way he dealt with his disciples. He 
was even able to tolerate Judas to the end with 
enduring patience. He could eat calmly with 
his betrayer. He could patiently be aware of his 
enemy at his own table and not let on. He did 
not even refuse the kiss of the traitor.1 The 
Good of Patience 6.2

14:18b One of You Will Betray Me

Character Tested. Origen:  While he 
might have at once specially pointed out the 
betrayer, he did not do so, but said generally,  
“One of you will betray me,”3 so the character 
of each might be tested by the witness of his 
astonished heart. This underscored the good-

ness of the disciples who believed Christ’s 
words more than their own consciousness, and 
the wickedness of Judas because he did not 
believe the One who knew his plans. He 
embraced the obscurity by lying through his 
own teeth. Commentary on Matthew 50.4

14:19 They Began to Be Sorrowful

Tenderness of Conscience. Origen: If the 
eleven apostles were of good conscience, having 
not in any way betrayed their teacher, why were 
they grieved, as though it might have been that 
he was speaking of one of them? I think that 
each of them knew from Jesus’ teaching that 
human freedom is infinitely changeable and 
may easily be turned toward evil. It may hap-
pen, in the struggle against principalities and 
powers and rulers of this world of darkness, 
that one may fall quite unexpectedly into evil, 
either being deceived or overcome by demonic 
powers. Thus, each disciple feared lest it might 
be he who was foreknown as betrayer. Com-
mentary on Matthew 50.5

14:20 One Who Is Dipping Bread into the 
Dish with Me

The Betrayer Challenged. Origen:  Seeing 
that the disciples were disturbed, Jesus called 
the betrayer to accountability by poignantly 
recalling the prophetic words of the psalmist:  

1Cf. Mt 26:48-49; Lk 22:47-48.  2Cetedoc 0048, 6.118; FC 
36:269**.  3Mt 26:21; Mk 14:18; Jn 13:21.  4PG 13:1730; AEG 
5:235-6*.  5PG 13:1730; AEG 5:236*. The disciples had by this time 
been prepared to be intensely self-critical amid the temptations of 
spiritual warfare.    
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“Even my bosom friend in whom I trusted, 
who ate of my bread, has lifted up his heel 
against me.”6 This corresponds to the Evange-
list’s report of him saying:  “It is one of the 
twelve, one who is dipping bread into the dish 
with me.”7 Judas the betrayer was thrusting his 
hand into the very same dish along with Jesus 
as they were eating the passover meal. This 
highlighted Judas’ shamelessness. The very one 
who was being generously received to a com-
mon table betrayed Jesus who had embraced 
him with such great affection. He betrayed the 
bestower of these good gifts for the promise of 
thirty pieces of silver.8 Isn’t this especially char-
acteristic of extremely malevolent persons—to 
plot against those with whom they have shared 
bread and salt, who would in no way injure 
them? Commentary on Matthew 50.9

14:21a Woe to That Man by Whom the 
Son of Man Is Betrayed!

Woe to All Betrayers. Origen: There was 
another by whom he was betrayed, namely, the 
devil, of whom Judas was the instrument. The  
“woe” is not only for Judas, but for all who be-
tray Christ. Commentary on Matthew 50.10

14:21b It Would Have Been Better if He 
Had Not Been Born

Whether God Made a Mistake in Creat-
ing Freedom. John of Damascus: Knowl-
edge is of what exists and foreknowledge is of 
what will surely exist in the future.11 For simple 
being comes first and then good or evil being. 
But if the very existence of those, who through 
the goodness of God are in the future to exist, 
were to be prevented by the fact that they were to 
become evil of their own choice, evil would have 
prevailed over the goodness of God. In this way 
God makes all his works good, but each becomes 
of its own choice good or evil. Although, then, 
the Lord said,  “Good were it for that man that he 
had never been born,”12 he said it in condemna-
tion not of his own creation but of the evil which 
his own creature had acquired by his own choice 
and through his own heedlessness. Exposition 
of the Orthodox Faith 4.21.13

6Ps 41:9 (40:9 LXX). 7Mk 14:20. 8Mt 26:15.  9PG 13:1731-32; 
AEG 5:237-38*.  10PG 13:1732; AEG 5:239*.   11To know some-
thing is to know that it now exists. To foreknow something is to 
know that it will exist.  12Mt 26:24; Mk 14:21.  13NPNF 2 9:94; 
TLG 2934.004, 94.5-14. God makes all his works good, but each 
becomes of its own choice good or evil.
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T H E  L A S T  S U P P E R  

Overview: Like the wheat that is scattered over 
the hills and is gathered together to become one, 
so does the community of faith, gathered from 
the ends of the earth, become one in the Eucha-
rist (Didache). As the bread and wine are con-
secrated according to Christ’s institution, they 
become his body broken for us and his redeem-
ing blood that offers salvation (Ambrose). It is 
not the visible bread alone that has saving effi-
cacy but the word of the mystery of the Lord’s 
broken body and not the visible wine alone but 
the word of the mystery of the Lord’s blood 
poured out on the cross that saves (Origen). As 
the new birth is by both water and Spirit, so the 
bread of the new covenant is both common 
bread and his body broken for us, so as to corre-
spond with Adam’s compound nature ( John of 
Damascus). Marcion’s theory of the phantom 
body of Jesus offers no adequate premise for de-
veloping the figure of bread as body (Tertul-
lian).  All around the world by these ordinary 
creaturely elements the faithful offer to God the 
first fruits of his creatures, and God offers to the 
faithful eternal life (Irenaeus). The consecrated 
bread and wine are offered to those who have re-
pented and believe ( Justin Martyr).

14:22a He Took Bread and Blessed and 
Broke It

An Early Eucharistic Prayer. Didache: 

We thank you, our Father, for the holy vine of 
David your servant;1 to you be glory forever. 
And concerning the broken bread: We thank 
you, our Father, for the life and knowledge 
which you made known to us through Jesus your 
servant; to you be the glory for ever. Even as this 

broken bread was scattered over the hills, and 
was gathered together and became one, so let 
your church be gathered together from the ends 
of the earth into your kingdom. Didache 9.2

How the Bread Is Broken. Justin Martyr: 
When the president has given thanks and the 
whole congregation has assented, those whom 
we call deacons give to each of those present a 
portion of the consecrated bread and wine and 
water. They then take it to those absent. This 
food we call Eucharist, of which no one is 
allowed to partake except one who believes that 
the things we teach are true, and has received 
the washing for forgiveness of sins and for 
rebirth, and who lives according to the way 
Christ handed down to us.3 For we do not 
receive these things as common bread or com-
mon drink; but as Jesus Christ our Savior being 
incarnate by God’s Word took flesh and blood 
for our salvation, so also we have been taught 
that the food consecrated by the word of prayer 
which comes from him, from which our flesh 
and blood are nourished by transformation, is 
the flesh and blood of that incarnate Jesus. For 
the apostles in the memoirs composed by them, 
which are called Gospels, thus handed down 
what was commanded them: that Jesus, taking 
bread and having given thanks, said,  “Do this 
in remembrance of me. This is my body”; and 
similarly taking the cup and giving thanks he 
said,  “This is my blood”; and gave it to them 
alone.4 First Apology 65-66.5

1Cf. Mt 26:29; Mk 14:25; Jn 15:1.  2TLG 1311.001, 9.2.2-4.3; cf. 
ANF 7:380.  3Cf. 1 Cor 11:27-29.  4Cf. Mt 26:26-28; Mk 14:22-24; 
Lk 22:19-20; 1 Cor 11:23-25.  5LCC 1:286; TLG 0645.001, 
65.5.1—66.3.6.
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14:22b Take, This Is My Body

Creaturely Elements Consecrated. Ire-
naeus: Giving directions to his disciples to 
offer to God the first fruits of his creatures—
not as if he stood in need of them, but that they 
might be themselves neither unfruitful nor 
ungrateful—he took that created thing, bread, 
and gave thanks, and said,  “This is my body.” 
And the cup likewise, which is part of the cre-
ation to which we belong, he confessed to be 
his blood,6 and taught the new offering of the 
new covenant. This is what the church has 
received from the apostles and throughout the 
whole world offers to God, who affords us 
nourishment as the first fruits of his gifts in the 
New Testament. Against Heresies 4.17.5.7

The Body of Jesus. Tertullian: Then hav-
ing taken the bread and given it to his disciples, 
he made it his own body by saying  “This is my 
body,”8 that is, the figure of my body. A figure, 
however, there could not have been, unless there 
had first been a palpable body. A phantom or 
mere void is not capable of embodying a figure. 
But Marcion would claim that Jesus only pre-
tended that the bread was his body because he 
presumably had no bodily substance, so in the 
absence of his body he gives us bread. It 
wouldn’t change his theory of a phantom body 
much if we stretched the point to say that the 
bread was crucified! But in that case why would 
we need to call his body bread? Why not rather 
come up with some more interesting edible 
thing, like a melon, which maybe Marcion had 
in place of a heart! Against Marcion 4.40.9

The Bread and Its Mystery. Origen: That 
bread which God the Word confesses to be his 
own body is the Word that nourishes souls, the 
Word proceeding from God, the very bread 

that comes from the living bread which is set 
out upon our table of which was written:  
“Thou preparest a table before me in the pres-
ence of my enemies.”10 That drink which God 
the Word confesses to be his blood is the Word 
that gives refreshment and exhilarates the 
heart. . . . This drink is the fruit of the true 
vine,11 the blood of that grape cast in the wine-
press of the passion. So also the bread is the 
word of Christ made from that corn which, 
falling onto the good ground, brought forth 
much fruit.12 He was not speaking of the visible 
bread alone which he was holding in his hands 
as he called it his body. It is the word in the 
mystery of which that bread was to be broken. 
Nor did he call that visible drink as such his 
blood, but the word in the mystery of which 
that drink was to be poured out. For to what 
else could the body and blood of the Lord refer 
other than the atoning Word that nourishes 
and gladdens the heart? Why did he not say,  
“This is my bread of the New Testament” just 
as he said,  “This is my blood of the New Testa-
ment?”13 Because the bread is the word of righ-
teousness, by the eating of which souls are 
nourished. The drink is the word of knowledge 
of Christ according to the mystery of his birth 
and passion. Commentary on Matthew 85.14

The Bread Consecrated. Ambrose: Do you 
wish to know how it is consecrated with heav-
enly words? Accept what the words are. The 
priest speaks. He says:  “Perform for us this 
oblation15 written, reasonable, acceptable, 

6Cf. Mt 26:26-28; Mk 14:22-24; Lk 22:19-20; 1 Cor 11:23-25.  
7AHR 2:197-99; ANF 1:484*; cf. AEG 5:260.  8Mt 26:26; Mk 
14:22; Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24.   9Cetedoc 0014, 4.559.22; ANF 
3:418**.  10Ps 23:5.  11Cf. Mk 14:25; Jn 15:1.  12Mt 13:8; Mk 4:8; Lk 
8:8.  13Mt 26:28; Mk 14:24; Lk 22:20; 1 Cor 11:25. 14PG 13:1734-
35; AEG 5:263-64**. 15Perform this offering just as it is promised 
in the written word.   
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which is a figure of the body and blood of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. On the day before he suf-
fered he took bread in his holy hands, looked 
toward heaven, toward you, holy Father omnip-
otent, eternal God, giving thanks, blessed, 
broke, and having broken it gave it to the apos-
tles and his disciples,” saying:  “Take and eat of 
this, all of you; for this is my body, which shall 
be broken for many.”16 Take note. Before it is 
consecrated, it is bread; but when Christ’s 
words have been added, it is the body of Christ. 
The Sacraments 4.5.17

How Does Our Human Nature Corre-
spond with the Spiritual Bread Given in 
Regeneration? John of Damascus: Human 
beings have a compound nature: body and 
spirit. So it is fitting that the new birth 
should correspond to that compound na-
ture, and also that the food of faith be com-
pound. We were therefore given a birth 
both by water and by the Spirit,18 that is, in 
holy baptism, and with it food that is the 
very bread of life, even our Lord Jesus Christ, 
who came down from heaven.19 For when he 
was about to take on himself a voluntary 
death for our sakes, on the night on which 
he gave himself up, he offered a new covenant 
to his holy disciples and apostles,20 and 
through them to all who believe on him. In 
an upper chamber, then, on holy and glorious 
Zion, after he had eaten the ancient Passover 
with his disciples and had fulfilled the ancient 
covenant, he washed his disciples’ feet21 in 
token of the holy baptism. Then having bro-
ken bread he gave it to them saying,  “ Take, 
eat, this is my body broken for you for the 
remission of sins.”22 Exposition of the 
Orthodox Faith 4.13.23

14:23 He Took a Cup

Wine, Word and Blood. Ambrose: Before 
the words of Christ, the chalice is full of wine 
and water; when the words of Christ have been 
added, then the blood in effect redeems the 
people. So behold in what great respects the 
expression of Christ is able to change all things. 
Then the Lord Jesus himself testified to us that 
we receive his body and blood. Should we 
doubt at all about his faith and testimony? The 
Sacraments 4.23.24

14:24 This Is My Blood of the Covenant, 
Which Is Poured Out for Many

Why Blood? Clement of Alexandria: He 
blessed wine, saying:  “Take, drink, this is my 
blood.” He used the  “blood of the vine”25 as a 
figure of the Word who  “was shed for us for the 
remission of sins,”26 a stream of gladness. 
Christ the Educator 2.32.27

Consecration of the Wine. Ambrose: Jesus 
himself speaks of his blood. Before the conse-
cration it is mentioned as something else; 
after the consecration it is called blood. And 
you say  “Amen,” that is,  “It is true.” Let the 
mind within confess what the mouth speaks. 
Let the heart feel what the words utter. On 
the Mysteries 1.28

161 Cor 11:24.  17Cetedoc 0154 (M), 4.5.21.55.1; FC 44:304-5. In the 
eucharistic prayer, which asks God to accomplish what was prom-
ised in the Last Supper, as the bread is consecrated according to 
Christ’s institution it becomes the body of Christ. Medieval specula-
tions on the substance of the eucharistic bread were to come much 
later. It is best not to read these or sixteenth-century controversies 
into Ambrose’s intention.   18Cf. Jn 3:5.  19Jn 6:35, 48, 51.  20Cf. Lk 
22:20.  21Jn 13:4-12.  22Mt 26:26.  23NPNF 2 9:82*; TLG 2934.004, 
86.40-53.  24Cetedoc 0154 (M), 4.5.23.56.22; FC 44:305*. By 
Christ’s institution the wine and water in the cup become for us the 
redeeming blood that offers salvation. 25Cf. Gen 49:11; Sir 50:15-16.  
26Mt 26:28.  27FC 23:121-22; TLG 0555.002, 2.2.32.2.5-3.1. The 
blood of the vine is a figure for the incarnate Word who suffered for 
our sins. 28Cetedoc 0155, 9.54.113.57; FC 44:26*.
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T H E  W A Y  T O  G E T H S E M A N E

M A R K  1 4 : 2 6 - 3 7  

Overview: Jesus’ human vulnerability is the 
focus of patristic comment. This is clearly 
portrayed in his ordeal in Gethsemane, yet 
without diminishing his deity (Origen). He is 
speaking here in his fully human voice, which 
naturally shrinks from death, as does ours 
(Chrysostom). Jesus treaded the winepress of 
suffering alone ( Jerome). The cup of suffering 
does not pass away simply by being avoided. 
His freely chosen obedience demonstrates by 
its unpretentiousness the eternal mystery of 
his humiliation (Hilary of Poitiers). Jesus 
taught patience in suffering by himself becom-
ing patient in suffering (Augustine). He felt 
the anguish of death (Ephrem the Syrian). 
His sadness was not caused by death as such 
but was finished and removed by death, and in 
this sense he was  “sorrowful unto death.” We 
with our temporally bound minds cannot 

grasp or measure his almighty power that 
stooped to suffer for us (Hilary of Poitiers). 

14:30 Before the Cock Crows Twice

Peter Did Not Know His Weakness. 
Augustine:  God knows in us even what we 
ourselves do not know in ourselves. For Peter 
did not know his weakness when he heard from 
the Lord that he would deny him three times.1 
Tractate on John 32.5.2

14:31 I Will Not Deny You

The Flight of Peter. Jerome: One of twelve 
deserted; eleven remained loyal. The cross 
came; they fled; one remained—Peter, one with 

1Cf. Mt 26:33-35; Mk 14:29-31; Lk 22:31-34; Jn 13:36-38.
2Cetedoc 0278, 32.5.19; FC 88:44.  
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One. This one himself fled, and would that he 
had! He denied Christ. We may say, then, that 
the entire human race was lost. Because it had 
perished, the complaint of the Lord crucified is:  
“The wine press I have trodden alone, and of 
my people there was no one with me.”3 Then 
was the Psalm fulfilled:  “Help, O Lord! For no 
one now is dutiful.”4  “There is none who does 
good, no not even one.”5 He who has promised:  
“Even if I should have to die with thee, or be 
imprisoned, I will not deny thee,”6 denied him. 
On the Psalms, Homily 54.7

14:34 My Soul Is Very Sorrowful Even 
unto Death

His Deity Did Not Cancel Out His 
Humanity. Origen: He was troubled, as we 
are told, in the hour of death, as he himself 
confesses when he says,  “My soul is sorrowful 
even unto death.”8 He was finally led to that 
death which is considered the most shameful 
of all. On the third day he rose again.9 When, 
therefore, we see in him some things so 
human that they appear in no way to differ 
from the common frailty of mortals, and some 
things so divine that they are appropriate to 
nothing else but the primal and ineffable 
nature of deity, the human understanding 
with its own narrow limits is baffled, and 
struck with amazement at so mighty a won-
der. It does not know which way to turn, what 
to hold to, or how to establish itself. On 
First Principles 2.6.2.10

The Cause of His Sadness. Hilary of Poi-
tiers: What is meant by  “sorrowful even unto 
death?”11 It cannot mean the same as  “to be sor-
rowful because of death”; for where there is 
sorrow because of death, it is the death that is 
the cause of the sadness. But a sadness even 

unto death implies that death is the comple-
tion, not the cause, of the sadness. On the 
Trinity 10.36.12

14:35a He Fell to the Ground

His Human Affections. Ambrose: He has 
fully taken upon himself  the flesh of human-
ity, and with it human affections. So you read 
in Scripture that  “going a little farther, he fell 
on the ground and prayed that, if  it were pos-
sible, the hour might pass from him.”13 Here 
he speaks not in the voice of God but as fully 
human. For how could God be ignorant of 
the possibility or impossibility of anything? 
Or is anything beyond God’s ability, when as 
Scripture itself  says:  “For you nothing is 
impossible?”14 On the Christian Faith 
2.5.42.15

14:35b If It Were Possible

The Weakness That Belongs to Human 
Nature. Chrysostom: How is it, then, that in 
his prayer he says:  “If it be possible?”16 He is 
showing the weakness that belongs to a human 
nature. Human nature would prefer not to be 
torn from the present life. It would draw back 
and shrink from death. Why? Because God has 
implanted in human nature a love for the life of 
this world. On the Incomprehensible 
Nature of God 7.46.17

3Is 63:3.  4Ps 12:1-2.  5Ps 14:1-3; Rom 3:12.  6Mt 26:35; Mk 14:31.  
7Cetedoc 0592, 143.270; FC 48:390.  8Mt 26:38; Mk 14:34. 9Cf. 
Mt 28:6; Mk 16:6; Lk 24:5; 1 Cor 15:4.  10OBP 358; OFP 109.  11Mt 
26:38; Mk 14:34.  12Cetedoc 0433, SL 62A, 10.36.4; NPNF 2 
9:191. 13Mk 14:35.  14Cf. Lk 1:37.  15Cetedoc 015, 2.5.17; NPNF 2 
10:228*.  16Mt 26:39.  17TLG 2062.015, 48.765.3-8; FC 72:204. 
God gave Jesus the same human nature as we have, a nature that 
shrinks from death.  
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14:36a Abba, Father, All Things Are 
Possible to Thee

Whether All Things Are Possible to 
God. Hilary of Poitiers: The Father from 
whom every nature has derived its laws is not 
subject to the laws of nature. The Father who 
transcends every measure of power is not lim-
ited in anything, either by deficiency or by 
changeability in his nature. As the Son said:  
“Father, all things are possible to thee.”18 So 
much so that the human mind cannot grasp as 
much as lies within his power. On the Trin-
ity 9.72.19

14:36b Remove This Cup from Me

Persevering in Prayer Through Tempta-
tion. Ephrem the Syrian: He knew what he 
was saying to his Father, and was well aware that 
this chalice could pass from him. But he had 
come to drink it for everyone, in order to acquit, 
through this chalice, the debt of everyone, [a 
debt] which the prophets and martyrs could not 
pay with their death. . . . He assumed flesh. He 
clothed himself with weakness, eating when 
hungry, becoming tired after working, being 
overcome by sleep when weary. It was necessary, 
when the time for his death arrived, that all 
things that have to do with the flesh would be 
fulfilled then. The anguish of death in fact 
invaded him, to manifest his nature as a son of 
Adam, over whom death reigns,20 according to 
the word of the apostle. . . . Or alternatively, in 
this hour of his corporeal death, he gave to the 
body that which belonged to it, saying that all 
the sufferings of [his] body would show to the 
heretics and schismatics that his body was 
[real]. Did not this body of his appear to them, 
just as it was visible to everyone else? Just as he 
was hungry and thirsty, tired and had need of 

sleep, so too, he was afraid. Or, [he said that], so 
that it would be difficult for people in the world 
to say that it was without suffering and toil that 
our debts were remitted by him. Or [it was] to 
teach his disciples to confide their life and death 
to God. If he, who is wise on account of the wis-
dom of God, asked for what was fitting for him, 
how much more [should] ordinary people sur-
render their will to the One who knows all 
things. . . . If he who is fearless was afraid [of 
death], and asked to be delivered from it, 
although he knew that it was impossible, how 
much more should others persevere in prayer 
before temptation, so that, in time of tempta-
tion, they may be delivered from it. Commen-
tary on Tatian’s Diatessaron.21

He Prays in a Human Manner. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Though with God nothing is impos-
sible, yet for human nature it is impossible to 
ignore the fear of suffering. Only by trial can 
faith be proved.22 Thus as a human being he 
prays in a human manner that the cup may pass 
away, but as God from God, his will is in uni-
son with the Father’s effectual will. On the 
Trinity 10.38.23

What Passes Away? Hilary of Poitiers: He 
does not pray that the cup may pass around 
him. He prays that the cup may pass away from 
him, but it cannot pass away unless he drinks 
it. To pass away does not mean to depart from 
its place, but not to exist at all.24 And this is 
indeed the very meaning that the apostles have 

18Mk 14:36.  19Cetedoc 0433, SL 62A, 10 9.72.18; FC 25:394**; cf. 
NPNF 2 9:180.  20Cf. Rom 5:14, 17. 21CSCO 137:280, 282, 284; 
JSSS 2:292-96*.  221 Pet 1:7.  23NPNF 2 9:192*. As son of Mary he 
shrinks from suffering; as God the Son his will remains in unity 
with that of God the Father.  24If the cup is to pass away finally, it 
must be drunk. It does not pass away by being avoided. If the cup 
passes around him and still exists for someone else to deal with, the 
cup has not fully passed away.  
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in mind when they say:  “Heaven and earth will 
pass away, but my words will not pass away.”25 
On the Trinity 10.42.26

14:36c Yet Not What I Will but What 
Thou Wilt

Within Time for Eternity. Hilary of 
Poitiers: Although he was obedient, it was a 
voluntary obedience. The only begotten Son 
humbled himself, and obeyed his Father even 
to the death of the cross. But was it as human 
or as God that he was subjected to the Father? 
His subjection is that of one to whom all things 
have been subjected.27 This subjection is not a 
sign merely of a temporal obedience, for his 
allegiance is eternal. Rather it was an instance 
in time of the dispensation of the eternal mys-
tery of his humbling. His actual humbling 
occurred within time.28 Yet in its very unpre-
tentiousness it displays the eternal mystery of 

his humiliation. On the Trinity 11.30.29

Embodying Obedience. Augustine: To 
show sufferers that they need not despair, the 
true Savior became the good teacher by himself 
epitomizing the truth in his own person. He 
participated in our suffering in an empathic 
way,30 knowing that through human frailty sor-
row might steal in upon our hearts amid afflic-
tions, and knowing that we would overcome it 
if we yield to God’s will above our own, mind-
ful that God knows best those whose well-
being he superintends.31  Harmony of the 
Gospels 3.4.14.32

T H E  W E A K N E S S  O F  T H E  F L E S H

M A R K  1 4 : 3 8 - 4 2

Overview: We pray for grace that we neither 
evade the challenges of temptation nor be en-

compassed by them (Origen). If the will itself 
sufficed to protect us from temptation, we 

25Mt 24:35; Mk 13:31; Lk 21:33. 26Cetedoc 0433, SL 62A, 
10.42.12; FC 25:430**. 27Cf. 1 Cor 15:27-28.  28As a series of 
events within time. Cf. Phil 2:6-8.  29Cetedoc 9433, SL 62A, 
11.30.21; NPNF 2 9:212**.  30Cf. Heb 2:9, 18; 4:15.  31Cf. 2 Pet 2:9; 
Jas 1:12.  32Cetedoc 9273, 3.4.14.285.11; NPNF 1 6:184**.
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would not have to pray for grace to face tempta-
tion. Thus we watch and pray for grace lest we 
enter into temptation, not praying for what our 
nature already possesses by our own strength 
(Augustine). To pray that we not enter into 
temptation is preparatory for the more radical 
prayer:  “not as I will but thou” (Dionysius of 
Alexandria). Rather than make excuses for the 
weakness of the flesh, the faithful are called to 
rely on the strength of the spirit. Flesh is called 
to take strength from spirit, as weaker to stron-
ger. Faith does not focus inordinately on the 
weakness of the flesh, as if the weaker were 
without the stronger (Tertullian).

14:38a Watch and Pray That You May 
Not Enter into Temptation

Prayer to Not Be Encompassed by Temp-
tation. Origen: We do not pray that we will 
never be tempted at all. For that is impossible.1 
We pray rather that we not be encompassed by 
temptation.2  On Prayer 29.11.3

Prayer to Not Enter Voluntarily into 
the Arena of Temptation. Dionysius of 
Alexandria: This is the first form of not fall-
ing into temptation, when he counsels the 
weak to pray not to enter into temptation. The 
temptation to come, for offenses must come, 
will require that they pray that they enter not 
into temptation. But the more perfect way of 
not entering into temptation is what he asks for 
the second time:  “not as I will but as thou.”4 
For God cannot be tempted, but wills to give 
above what we ask or think.5  Fragments.6

Can We Do by Ourselves What We Pray 
For? Augustine: The Lord has commanded us 
to watch and pray that we enter not into tempta-
tion. Obviously, if we could endow ourselves 

with this gift merely by willing it, we would not 
be asking it in prayer. If the will itself sufficed to 
protect us from temptation, we would not have 
to pray for it. But if we were not given a will at 
all, we would be unable to pray. Grant, then, 
that we may will it freely, praying that we may be 
made able by grace to do what we have willed, 
when by mercy we have attained to wise discern-
ment. Letter 218, To Palatinus.7

We  Ask Not for What We Already by 
Nature Possess. Augustine: For, if these 
things are placed in our power through the 
capability of nature and the freedom of the 
will,8 anyone can see that it would be useless to 
ask them of the Lord, and even deceitful to 
pray, if we ask in prayer for what our nature so 
constituted already possesses by our own 
strength. Then, the Lord Jesus would not have 
said:  “Watch and pray,”9 but only  “Watch, lest 
you enter into temptation.” He would not have 
said to the blessed chief of the apostles:  “I have 
prayed for you,” but simply:  “I warn you, or 
command you, or enjoin you that your faith 
should not fail.” 10 Letter 175, To Pope Inno-
cent.11

14:38b The Spirit Indeed Is Willing, but 
the Flesh Is Weak

The Strength of the Spirit Amid the 
Weakness of the Flesh. Tertullian: He 
clearly acknowledged that his  “soul was sorrow-

1To be forever untempted is to never test the strength of freedom. 
Even Christ faced temptation. Cf. Sir 2:1.  2Cf. Lk 22:40; 1 Cor 
10:13.  3TLG 2042.008, 29.11.1-2; cf. CWS 156.  4Mt 26:37; Mk 
14:36; Lk 22:42.  5Cf. Eph 3:20.  6PG 10:1597; C. L. Feltoe, ed., St. 

Dionysius of Alexandria (London: SPCK, 1918), p. 232; cf. AEG 
5:326*.  7Cetedoc 0262, 218.57.3.427.1; FC 32:98**.  8Augustine’s 
issue: Would it be deceitful to pray for what our nature already pos-
sesses by our own strength?  9Mt 26:41; Mk 14:38.  10Lk 22:32.  
11Cetedoc 0262, 175.44.4.659.3; FC 30:88-89**.
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ful, even unto death,”12 and his flesh weak. His 
intention was to show, from his troubled soul 
and weak flesh, that both his soul and body were 
fully human. For some have wrongly asserted 
that either the flesh or soul of Christ might be 
entirely different from ours. He sought by an 
extraordinary exhibition of the body-soul inter-
action, to show that neither body nor soul has 
any power at all of itself apart from the spirit. 
This is why he states first that the spirit is will-
ing, so that you may understand that you have 
within you the spirit’s strength and not merely 
the weakness of the flesh. From this it is hoped 
that you may learn what to do under challenge, 
by what means to do it, and how to order priori-
ties. The weak must be brought under the 
strong—the flesh under the spirit. This will 
help you avoid making excuses, as you are now 
prone to do, for the weakness of your flesh while 
failing to understand the strength of the spirit.13 
On Flight amid Persecution 8.14

Making Excuses for the Weakness of The 
Flesh. Tertullian: Let us, however, not take 
premature comfort in the Lord’s acknowledg-
ment of the weakness of the flesh. For note that 
he declared first of all that the spirit is willing. 
He wanted to show which one ought to be sub-
ject to the other: the flesh is called to be sub-
missive to the spirit, the weaker to the stronger, 
so that the flesh may draw strength from the 
spirit. Let the spirit converse with the flesh on 
their common salvation. Do not despair over 
the hardships of prison. Rather think about the 
eventual outcome of the contest. To the Mar-
tyrs 4.1-2.15

14:39 Again He Went Away and Prayed

For Whom Did He Pray? Hilary of Poi-
tiers: Is the cause of this sadness and this prayer 

any longer doubtful? He bids them to watch and 
pray with him for this purpose, that they may 
not enter into temptation;  “for the spirit indeed 
is willing, but the flesh is weak.”16 If they had 
remained firm under the promise to faithful 
souls, they would not have violated their trust. 
Yet through the weakness of the flesh, they did 
fall away. It is not, therefore, for himself that the 
Lord is sorrowing and prays. It is for those whom 
he exhorts to watchfulness and prayer, lest the 
cup of suffering should be their lot, lest that cup 
which he prays may pass away from him should 
rest with them. On the Trinity 10.37.17

14:40 He Found Them Sleeping

The Meaning of Their Sleeping. Tertul-
lian: Susceptibilities to weakness and sloth are 
footprints of the devil. When God commanded 
Abraham to sacrifice his only son, it was not 
for the purpose of seducing him toward evil, 
but of proving his faith.18 Through Abraham 
God sought to offer a pattern of one who fol-
lowed the precept that he should hold no 
pledge of affection dearer than God.19 Later 
when the Lord asked his disciples to  “pray that 
you may not enter into temptation,”20 the same 
pledge was required. Yet they were tempted. 
They deserted their Lord by giving way to 
sleep rather than persevering in prayer. On 
Prayer 8.21

12Mt 26:37; Mk 14:34.  13Cf. Mt 26:41; Mk 14:38.  14Cetedoc 0025, 
8.5; ANF 4:120-21**.   15Cetedoc 0001, 6.4.11; FC 40:24**.  16Mt 
26:41; Mk 14:38.  17Cetedoc 0433, SL 62A, 10.37.36; NPNF 
2 9:192*. His prayer is not for himself but for his disciples, to 
whom the cup of suffering may come, lest the cup that he prays 
may pass away from him should rest with them.  18Cf. Gen 22:1-18.  
19Cf.  Deut 13:6-10; 33:9; Mt 10:37; Lk 14:26.  20Mt 26:41; Mk 
14:38; Lk 22:40.  21Cetedoc 0007, 8.6; ANF 3:684*. The disciples, 
by sleeping rather than praying, succumbed to temptation at the 
crucial moment.
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J E S U S  T A K E N  C A P T I V E

M A R K  1 4 : 4 3 - 5 2

Overview: The timing of Jesus’ betrayal fell 
between the Passover, when he instituted the 
holy supper, and when he himself was sacri-
ficed as a lamb (Bede). Jesus was patient even 
with his betrayer (Dionysius of Alexandria). 
Judas lost everything—his money, soul and life 
(Chrysostom)—and thereby became an in-
stance of teaching (Ephrem the Syrian).

14:43 Judas Came and with Him a Crowd 
with Swords and Clubs

The Tyranny of Covetousness. Chrysos-
tom: Consider what befell him, how he simul-
taneously lost the money, committed the sin, 
and destroyed his own soul. Such is the tyr-
anny of covetousness. He did not even enjoy 
the money in this life nor did he have any bene-
fits in the life to come. He lost everything at 
once and, branded as a bad character even by 
his co-conspirators, hanged himself.1 The 

Gospel of St. Matthew 85.2.2

14:44 The One I Shall Kiss Is the Man; 
Seize Him

Jesus’ Response Was Softer than a Kiss. 
Dionysius of Alexandria:  How magnifi-
cent is the endurance of evil by the Lord who 
even kissed his own traitor, and then spoke 
words even softer than a kiss! For he did not 
say, O you abominable one, or traitor, is this 
what you do in return for great kindnesses? He 
simply says  “Judas,” using his first name.3 This 
is in the voice of one commiserating with 
another or who wished another to come back 
to him, not the voice of anger. Exegetical 
Fragments.4

1Cf. Mt 27:3-10.  2NPNF 1 10:508; TLG 2062.152, 58.760.11-17.  
3Cf. Lk 22:48.  4PG 10:1596; ANF 6:116*.  
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14:46 They Seized Him

When Was He Seized? Bede: At last, after 
five days, having observed up to that point the 
sacraments of the old Passover, he brought 
them to perfection, and handed over the new 
sacraments to his disciples to be observed from 
that time forward. Then, having gone out to 
the Mount of Olives, he was seized by the Jews 
and crucified the next morning. He redeemed 
us from the sway of the devil on that very day 
when the ancient people of the Hebrews 
remembered casting aside the yoke of slavery 
under the Egyptians by the immolation of a 
lamb.5 Homilies on the Gospels 2.3.6

What Jesus Taught Through Judas. 
Ephrem the Syrian: Why did he choose 
[ Judas], and . . . make him steward? To show 

his perfect love and his mercy. [It was] also that 
our Lord might teach his church that, even if 
there are false teachers in it, it is nevertheless 
the true seat [of authority]. For the seat of 
Judas did not come to naught with the traitor 
himself. It was also [to teach] that, even if there 
are evil stewards, the stewardship itself is true. 
He therefore washed his feet,7 [those very feet] 
by means of which he had arisen and gone to 
[ Jesus’] slayers. Jesus kissed the mouth of him 
who, by means of it, gave the signal for death to 
those who apprehended him.8 He reached out 
and gave bread into that hand that reached out 
and took his price, and sold him unto slaughter. 
Commentary on Tatian’s Diatesseron.9

5Cf. Ex 12:1-30.   6Cetedoc 1367, 2.3.10; HOG 2:24. 7Cf. Jn 13:5.  
8Cf. Mt 26:48-49; Mk 14:44-45; Lk 22:47-48.  9Leloir 1963:124; 
JSSS 2:219*.
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J E S U S  B E F O R E  T H E  S A N H E D R I N

M A R K  1 4 : 5 3 - 6 5

Overview: Jesus’ silence fulfilled messianic 
prophecy even on the silence of the lamb (Au-
gustine). He remained silent even when spat 
upon, but will not be silent in the final judg-
ment (Cyprian). The fallen temple attests the 
vulnerability of all our best artistic efforts 
(Prudentius). The temple to be rebuilt was his 
body that would be resurrected in three days 
(Origen). The priests did not dispute the mes-
sianic premise that the true Christ must be the 
Son of God but only asked whether he indeed 
was the Christ, the Son of God (Hilary of 
Poitiers). The spitting occurred in the high 
priest’s house (Augustine). Death dissolved 
the body born of woman that the eternal Father 
might restore the same body in the resurrection 
(Prudentius). His first coming was in humil-
ity; his second will be in glory ( Justin Mar-
tyr).

14:58a I Will Destroy This Temple

The Lord Bound in the Temple. Pruden-
tius: 

Lo, the house of the wicked blasphemer,
Caiaphas, has fallen,

Where the sacred face of the Christ
was cruelly smitten.1

This destruction will be the lot
of all reprobate sinners,

For their life will lie buried
in crumbling ruins forever.

In this house the Lord stood upright,
bound and tied to a pillar,

And submitted his back as a slave

to the pitiless scourging.
Worthy of reverence, this pillar still

stands,2 supporting a temple,
And instructing us how to lead our lives

free from all scourges.
Scenes from Sacred History 40, 41.3

The Temple Built by Hands. Prudentius: 
Do not the quarried stones of Solomon
Now lie in ruins, that temple built by hand?4

Why so? The mortal hand of mason
wrought

That short-lived work. It rightly lies in
ruins,

Since every work of art returns to nought.
All that is made is doomed one day to fall.
Learn what our temple is, if you would

know;5

It is one that no artisan has built,
A structure not of riven fir or pine,
Nor reared with blocks of quarried marble

fair.
Its massive weight no columns high support
Beneath the arches of a gilded vault.
By God’s Word it was formed, not by his

voice,
But by the everlasting Word, the Word

made flesh.6

This temple is eternal, without end,

1Cf. Mt 26:57-67; Mk 14:53-65. 2Prudentius, writing at the end of 
the fourth century, knew the Jerusalem pilgrims’ tradition that the 
pillar  “still stands” on the Via Dolorosa.  3Cetedoc 1444, 40.157; FC 
52:192. Centuries later only the pillar still stands in Jerusalem 
where he was scourged, instructing us how to be free from the final 
scourging.  4Cf. Acts 7:47-48.  5Cf. Heb 8:1-2.  6Cf. Jn 1:14.  
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This you attacked with scourge and cross
and gall.

This temple was destroyed by bitter pains.7

Its form was fragile from the mother’s
womb,

But when brief death the mother’s part 
dissolved,

The Father’s might restored it in three days.
The Divinity of Christ.8

14:58b In Three Days I Will Build 
Another Not Made with Hands

Which Temple Would Be Rebuilt? Origen:
The accusations they brought against our Lord 
Jesus Christ appear to have reference to this 
utterance of his,  “Destroy this temple, and I 
will build it up in three days.”9 Though he was 
speaking of the temple of his body, they sup-
posed his words to refer to the temple of stone. 
Commentary on John 10.21.10

14:61a But He Was Silent and Made No 
Answer

His Meekness. Augustine: It was not in vain 
that the prophecy had preceded him:  “As a 
lamb before its shearer is dumb, so he opened 
not his mouth.”11 When he did not open his 
mouth, it was reminiscent of the figure of a 
lamb. It was not as one of bad conscience con-
victed of sins, but as one who in his meekness 
was being sacrificed for the sins of others. 
Tractates on John 116.4.12

14:61b The High Priest Asked Him,  “Are 
You the Christ, the Son of the Blessed?”

Learning from Christ’s Tormenters. 
Hilary of Poitiers: If you will not learn who 
Christ is from those who received him, at 

least learn from those who rejected him. The 
ironic confession his adversaries were inad-
vertently forced to make stands as reproof of 
their very mockery. His accusers did not rec-
ognize Christ when he came bodily. Yet they 
had grasped firmly that the true Christ must 
be the Son of God.  Thus, when the false wit-
nesses whom they had hired against him did 
not score any blows, the priest interrogated 
him:  “Are you the Christ, the Son of the most 
high God.”13 They did not realize that the 
mystery was already being fulfilled in him. 
But they did, ironically, recognize that the 
divine nature was the condition of its fulfill-
ment. They did not question the assumption 
that Christ would be the Son of God. They 
only asked whether he indeed was the Christ, 
the Son of God. They were mistaken about 
the person, but not about the Son of God. 
They had no doubt that Christ would be the 
Son of God. So while they asked whether he 
indeed was the Christ, they did so without 
denying that the Christ is the Son of God. 
On the Trinity 6.50.14

14:62 You Will See the Son of Man 
Coming with the Clouds of Heaven

Two Comings Foretold. Justin Martyr: In 
reference to his coming from heaven with 
glory, recall what was spoken to this effect 
through the prophet:  “Behold how the Son of 
Man comes on the clouds of heaven.”15 . . . For 
the prophets foretold two comings of 

7Cf. Mk 14:58; Jn 2:19-21.  8Cetedoc 1439, 512; FC 52:22-23. 9Jn 
2:19.  10ANF 9:402*; TLG 2042.005, 10.37.251.3-252.3. His resur-
rection, the resurrection of the temple of his body, would occur 
within three days.  11Is 53:7.  12Cetedoc 0278, 116.4.4; NPNF 1 
7:426*.  13Mt 26:63; Mk 14:61.  14Cetedoc 0433, SL 62, 6.50.1; 
NPNF 2 9:116**; cf. FC 25:219. 15Dan 7:13; cf. Jer 4:13; Mt 24:30; 
26:64.
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Christ—one, which has already happened, 
when he comes in the form of a dishonored 
and dying man, and the second, when as has 
been foretold he will come from heaven in 
glory.16 First Apology 51, 52.17

14:65 Some Began to Spit on Him and to 
Cover His Face

His Response to Abasement. Cyprian: 
Who is this strange one who says that he had 
been silent before, but would not always be 
silent? Who is he who was led as a sheep to the 
slaughter and who, like a lamb without making 
a sound before its shearer, did not open his 

mouth?18 Who is he who did not cry out and 
whose voice was not heard in the streets? 
Surely it was he who was not stubborn and 
who did not murmur when he offered his back 
to the scourges and his cheeks to blows. He did 
not turn his face away from their filthy spit-
tle.19 When accused by the priests and elders, 
he answered nothing20 and, to the amazement 
of Pilate, kept a most patient silence.21 The 
Good of Patience 23.22

P E T E R ’ S  D E N I A L

M A R K  1 4 : 6 6 - 7 2

Overview: Peter, who had shuddered at the 
voice of a maid, would later be made coura-
geous before princes by the power of the resur-

rected Lord ( Jerome). With his sword Peter 
had resisted captors, but only with his mouth 
could he withstand the judgment of the lowly 

16Cf. Hag 2:7; Mt 16:27; 25:31; Lk 9:26.  17LCC 1:275*; TLG 
0645.001, 58.8.1-9.3, 52.3.1-3.  18Is 53:7.  19Is 50:5-6; Mt 26:67; Mk 
14:65; Lk 22:63.  20Mt 26:63; Mk 14:61.  21Mt 27:14; Mk 15:5.  
22Cetedoc 0048, 23.454; FC 36:286**.
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maidservant. This passage reinforces the rea-
sons Mark was designated as Peter’s disciple—
because he more fully disclosed the faults and 
repentance of Peter (Chrysostom). That the 
disciples had an exceptionally high standard of 
truth telling is evident from their reporting 
their own behavior, warts and all (Eusebius). 
As the penitent David retained his kingship af-
ter sinning, so did the penitent Peter remain an 
apostle (Augustine). In the denial of Peter the 
prophecy of Psalm 88:8 was being fulfilled 
( Jerome). The denial led to an oath that led to 
cursing (Origen).

14:68 I Neither Know nor Understand 
What You Mean

The Cringing Denier. Chrysostom: O 
what strange and remarkable turns occur in 
these ironic events! When Peter merely saw his 
master seized, he was so ardent as both to draw 
his sword and to whack off the servant’s ear!1 
But—alas, then when it might have been even 
more plausible for him to be even more indig-
nant, and to be inflamed and to burn, upon 
hearing such revilings against his Lord, then he 
became a cringing denier . . . and that in the 
presence of a lowly and diminutive maidser-
vant, and not only once but a second and third 
time.2 The Gospel of St. Matthew, Homily 
85.1.3

14:70 But Again He Denied It

Psalm 88 Recalled. Jerome: “You have taken 
my friends away from me.”4 In the passion of 
the cross, even my apostles fled from me; so 
completely did they shun me that Peter himself 
said:  “I do not know this man.”5 Homilies of 
Saint Jerome, Homily 65.6

14:71 He Began to Invoke a Curse on 
Himself and to Swear

The Momentum of Cursing. Origen: The 
second time he denied not simply but with an 
oath, the third time also with cursing. By this 
we are instructed never to promise without 
consideration anything above our human abil-
ity. Commentary on Matthew 86.7

14:72a The Cock Crowed a Second Time

Internal Evidence of the Reliability of 
Mark’s Account. Eusebius: Mark writes 
these things, and through him Peter bears wit-
ness, for the whole of Mark is said to be a 
record of Peter’s teaching. Note how scrupu-
lously the disciples refused to record those 
things that might have given the impression of 
their fame. Note how they handed down in 
writing numerous charges against themselves 
to unforgetting ages, and accusations of sins, 
which no one in later years would ever have 
known about unless hearing it from their own 
voice. By thus honestly reporting their own 
faults, it is reasonable to view them as relatively 
void of false speaking and egoism. This habit 
gives plain and clear proof of their truth-loving 
disposition. As for such critics who imagine 
they invented and lied, and try to slander them 
as deceivers, should they not to be regarded as 
absurd? Aren’t they thereby being convicted as 
friends of envy and malice, and foes of truth 
itself ? For have they not taken those who have 
exhibited in their own words good proof of 
their integrity, and their straightforward and 

1Cf. Jn 18:10.  2Cf. Mt 26:69-75; Mk 14:66-72; Lk 22:55-60; Jn 
18:17-27.  3NPNF 1 10:507; TLG 2062.030, 58.758.32-37, 40-42.  
4Ps 88:8 (87:9 LXX); 88:18.  5Mt 26:72; Lk 22:57.  6Cetedoc 0593, 
87.79; GMI 401*. 7PG 13:1738; AEG 5:271.
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sincere character, and suggested that they are 
rascals and clever sophists who invent what 
never took place, and ascribe gratuitously to 
their own master what he never did? This is 
why I think it has been rightly said that  “One 
must put complete confidence in the disciples 
of Jesus, or none at all.” And if we are to dis-
trust them, we must also distrust all writers on 
the same principle, any who at any time have 
compiled, either in Greece or anywhere, lives 
and histories and records of persons of their 
own times, celebrating their noble achieve-
ments. Otherwise we would be considering it 
reasonable to believe others, and to disbelieve 
the evangelists only. And this would be clearly 
invidious. How could it be that these supposed 
liars would falsify the account of his death? 
What would be their motive in writing down 
deeds he never did? They candidly report his 
be-trayal by one of his disciples,8 explicit accu-
sations by dubious witnesses,9 insults and 
blows to his face,10 the scourging of his back, 
the crown of acanthus set on his head in a 
demeaning way,11 and finally his carrying of his 
own cross, and his being nailed to it!12 They 
report his hands and feet being pierced,13 his 
being given vinegar to drink, struck on the 
cheek with a reed, and reviled by those who 
looked upon him.14 Were these things and all 
else like them in the Gospels simply invented 
out of whole cloth by the disciples? Highly 
unlikely. Or must we doubt only the more glo-
rious and lofty parts of the narrative? How 
could they do so and doubt these candid 
reports of ignominious actions? How could 
they reasonably support such an unreasonable 
conclusion—that the same witnesses spoke the 
truth and at the same time lied. That would be 
to predict contraries about the same people at 
the same time. How then are we to disprove 
their assertions? If it was their aim to deceive, 

and to adorn their master with false words, 
they would never have written these demean-
ing accounts of his pain and agony and that he 
was disturbed in spirit, that they themselves 
forsook him and fled, or that Peter the apostle 
and disciple who was chief of the apostles 
denied him three times, unless they had an 
extraordinarily high standard of truth-telling. 
Proof of the Gospel 3.5.15

14:72b And He Broke Down and Wept

On Not Hiding Peter’s Faults. Chrysos-
tom:  In this respect we most marvel at Mark, 
because not only did he refuse to hide Peter’s 
fault, but wrote the account of it in greater 
detail than the others. And it is for this very 
reason that he is called Peter’s disciple.16 The 
Gospel of St. Matthew 85.1.17

The Weeping Apostle. Augustine: As holy 
David repented for his deadly crimes and still 
retained his kingship,18 so the blessed Peter 
earnestly repented, having denied the Lord, 
and shed such bitter tears, yet remained an 
apostle.19 Letter 185, To Boniface.20

Learning Compassion. Gregory the 
Great: And here we must ask ourselves, why 
did almighty God permit the one he had placed 
over the whole church to be frightened by the 
voice of a maidservant, and even to deny Christ 
himself ?21 This we know was a great dispensa-

8Cf. Mk 14:44-45.  9Cf. Mt 26:59-60; Mk 14:55-56.  10Cf. Mt 
26:67; Mk 14:65.  11Cf. Mt 27:26-31; Mk 15:15-19.  12Cf. Mt 
27:31-35; Mk 15:20-24; Lk 23:26-33; Jn 19:17-18.  13Cf. Jn 
20:25-27.  14Cf. Mt 27:48; Mk 15:36; Lk 23:36; Jn 19:29.  
15TLG 2018.005, 3.5.95.1-97.2; POG 1:140-41.  16Mk 14:66-72.  
17NPNF 1 10:507*; TLG 2062.152, 58.758.56-59; cf. AEG 5:438.  
18Cf. 2 Sam 12:1-20; 24:17. 19Cf. Mt 26:69-75; Mk 14:66-72; Lk 
22:55-62.  20Cetedoc 0262, 185.57.10.39.13; FC 30:184**. 
21Cf. Mk 14:66-72.  
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tion of the divine mercy, so that he who was to 
be the shepherd of the church might learn 
through his own fall to have compassion on 
others. God therefore first shows him to him-
self, and then places him over others: to learn 

through his own weakness how to bear merci-
fully with the weakness of others. Homilies 
on the Gospels 21.22   

T H E  T R I A L  B E F O R E  P I L A T E

M A R K  1 5 : 1 - 5

Overview:  Jesus’ silence attests his innocence, 
as sacrificial lamb (Augustine, Ephrem the 
Syrian). So we are called to be patient with oth-
ers when we are oppressed. The Lord’s patience 
does not extend interminably but looks toward 
the decisive verdict on the day of final judgment 
(Cyprian). Out of his human silence, wounded-
ness and death come divine speech, healing and 
life (Gregory of Nazianzus).

15:4 Have You No Answer? See How Many 
Charges They Bring Against You

Practice of Patience Amid Persecution. 
Cyprian: What great patience this is that he 
who is adored in heaven is not yet avenged on 
earth! Let us think of his patience, beloved 
brothers and sisters, in our persecutions and suf-
ferings. Let us show forth the full obedience that 

is inspired by our expectation of his coming. Let 
us not hasten with the impious and shameless 
haste of a servant to defend ourselves before the 
Lord. Let us rather persevere and let us labor, 
and be watchful with all our heart and steadfast 
even to total resignation. Let us guard the pre-
cepts of the Lord, so that when the day of wrath 
and vengeance comes,1 we may not be punished 
with the impious and sinners but may be hon-
ored with the just and those who fear God. The 
Good of Patience 24.2

Silent Before His Oppressors. Gregory 
of Nazianzus: A lamb, he is silent3—yet he is  
“word,”4 proclaimed by  “the voice of one crying 

1Ezek 7:19; Zeph 1:14-18; Rev 6:17. 2Cetedoc 0048, 24.475; FC 
36:287*. As God is patient with us in our rebelliousness, we are to 
be patient with others under conditions of trial and harassment, 
according to the pattern of Jesus under trial.  3Is 53:7.  4Cf. Jn 1:1.    

22Cetedoc 1711, 2.21.4.15; SSGF 2:243.
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in the wilderness.”5 He is weakened, wounded6

—yet he cures every disease and every weak-
ness.7 He is brought up to the tree8 and nailed 
to it9—yet by the tree of life he restores us.10 
Oration 29, On the Son 20.11

15:5 Jesus Made No Further Answer

Victory Through Silence. Ephrem the 
Syrian: The Lord became the defender of 
truth, and came in silence before Pilate, on 
behalf of truth which had been oppressed.12 
Others gain victory through making defenses, 
but our Lord gained victory through his 
silence, because the recompense of his death 
through divine silence was the victory of true 
teaching. He spoke in order to teach, but kept 
silent in the tribunal. He was not silent over 
that which was exalting us, but he did not 
struggle against those who were provoking 
him. The words of his calumniators, like a 
crown on his head, were a source of redemp-
tion. He kept silent so that his silence would 
make them shout even louder, and so that his 
crown would be made more beautiful through 
all this clamor. Commentary on Tatian’s 
Diatessaron.13

The Limits of Silence. Cyprian: He is the 
One who, although he was silent in his passion, 
will not be silent finally in the day of reckoning. 
He is our God, even if unrecognized. He is 
already known among the faithful and all who 
believe. When he comes manifesting himself in 

his second coming, he will not be silent. For 
although he was formerly hidden in humility, 
he will come manifested in power.14 The Good 
of Patience 23.15

His Meekness Fulfilled Messianic 
Prophecy. Augustine: This silence of our 
Lord Jesus Christ took place more than once. It 
occurred before the chief priest, and before 
Herod, and before Pilate himself.16 So it was not 
in vain that the prophecy regarding him had pre-
ceded:  “As the lamb before its shearer was dumb, 
so he opened not his mouth,”17 especially on 
those occasions when he did not answer his 
questioners. Usually he replied to questions 
addressed to him, but in this case he declined to 
make any reply. The metaphor of the lamb is 
used to indicate that his silence does not imply 
guilt but innocence. When he did not open his 
mouth as he passed through the process of judg-
ment, it was in the character of a lamb that he 
did so; that is, not as one with an evil conscience 
who was convicted of his sins, but as one who in 
his meekness was sacrificed for the sins of oth-
ers. Tractates on John 116.4.18

5Cf. Mt 3:3; Mk 1:3; Lk 3:4; Jn 1:23.  6Cf. Is 53:5. 7Cf. Mt 9:35.  
8Cf. 1 Pet 2:24.  9Cf. Jn 19:17-18.  10Cf. Gen 2:9; 3:22; Rev 2:7.  
11FGFR 259*; TLG 2022.009, 20.21-25.  12Cf. Jn 18:37-38.  
13CSCO 137:291; JSSS 2:301*.  14Cf. Mt 16:27; 5:31; 1 Thess 
4:13-18; Rev 1:7; 14:7.  15Cetedoc 0048, 23.462; FC 36:286**. He 
who was humble in his passion will come in his glory with power.  
16Cf. Mt 26:63; 27:14; Mk 14:61; 15:5; Lk 23:7-9; Jn 19:9.  17Is 53:7.  
18Cetedoc 1278, 116.4.4; NPNF 1 7:426. His silence attests his 
innocence, in the manner of a sinless sacrificial lamb.
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T H E  S E N T E N C E  O F  D E A T H

M A R K  1 5 : 6 - 1 5

Overview: While the guilty were receiving par-
don, the pardoner was being pronounced guilty. 
The civic justice that failed in fair judgment in 
the presence of the final judge will be corrected 
on the last day (Augustine). The classic exe-
getes found the trial full of poignant ironies: He 
who now crowns martyrs with garlands was 
himself once crowned with thorns (Cyprian). 
The incarnate Lord did not remain aloof from 
sin but identified himself with sinners, taking 
their sins upon himself. The violent crowd who 
voluntarily sent him to death was even more cul-
pable than the soldiers who involuntarily carried 
out the orders of others (Augustine). Jerusalem 
repaid him with evil for the immensity of his 
grace (Ephrem the Syrian).

15:12 Crucify Him!

Who Crucified Jesus? Augustine: Those 
who cried out that he should be crucified 
were the Lord’s real crucifiers, rather than 
those who simply discharged their service to 
their chief according to their duty. Har-

mony of the Gospels 3.13.49.1

15:13 Why, What Evil Has He Done?

Pilate’s Assumption of Jesus’ Innocence. 
Augustine: Mark, who studies brevity more 
than any of the Evangelists, has given a con-
cise indication of Pilate’s desire and of his 
efforts to save the Lord’s life. For, after giving 
us the statement,  “And they cried again, ‘Cru-
cify him’ ” (which makes it clear that they had 
cried out before for Barabbas to be released), 
he has appended these words:  “ Then Pilate 
continued to say2 to them,  “Why, what evil 
has he done?”3 Thus by one short sentence he 
has given us an idea of matters which took a 
long time for their transaction. Harmony of 
the Gospels 3.13.47.4

1Cetedoc 0273, 3.13.49.335.19; NPNF 1 6:202**. 2In what follows, 
Augustine argues that Pilate continued to ask what evil Jesus had done. 
Time is telescoped into one short phrase.  3Mt 27:22-23; Mk 15:13-14; 
Lk 23:21-22.  4Cetedoc 0273, 3.13.47.332.18; NPNF 1 6:201*. Mark, 
who may have been addressing a Roman audience, pointedly indicated 
that Pilate made repeated efforts to provide a fair trial.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+15%3A6-15&version=RSV
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15:15a He Released for Them Barabbas

The Irony of Jesus’ Condemnation Com-
pounded. Augustine: The criminal escaped; 
Christ was condemned.5 The one guilty of many 
crimes received a pardon; he who had remitted 
the crimes of all who confess was condemned. 
And yet the cross itself also, if you reflect upon 
it, was a courtroom. In the middle of it stood the 
final judge. Tractates on John 31.11.6

15:15b Having Scourged Jesus

His Scourging Vindicated. Cyprian: He 
himself suffered the lash, in whose name his 
servants now scourge the devil and his angels.7  
He who now crowns the martyrs with eternal 
garlands was himself crowned with thorns.8 
The Good of Patience 7.9

15:15c He Delivered Him to Be Crucified

Jerusalem’s Treatment of Jesus. Ephrem 
the Syrian:   [The daughter of Zion] repaid 
him with evil for the immensity of his grace. 
The Father had washed her from her blood, 
but she defiled his Son with her spitting.10 The 
Father had clothed her with fine linen and pur-
ple, but she clothed him with garments of 
mockery.11 He had placed a crown of glory on 
her head, but she plaited a crown  of thorns for 

him.12 He had nourished her with choicest 
food13 and honey, but she gave him gall.14 He 
had given her pure wine, but she offered him 
vinegar in a sponge.15 The One who had intro-
duced her into cities, she drove out into the 
desert. The One who had put shoes on her feet, 
she made hasten barefoot towards Golgotha.16 
The One who had girded her loins with sap-
phire, she pierced in the side with a lance.17 
When she had outraged the servants [of God] 
and killed the prophets, she was led into captiv-
ity to Babylon, and when the time of her pun-
ishment was completed, her return [from 
captivity] took place. Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron.18

Judged with the Ungodly. Augustine: For 
Christ was not separated from the ungodly, but 
was judged with the ungodly; for it was said 
about him,  “He was counted among the 
wicked.”19 Tractates on John 31.11.20

5Cf. Mt 27:26; Mk 15:15.  6Cetedoc 0278, 31.11.34; FC 88:40*. The 
one being judged is the final judge.  7Cf. Mt 27:26; Mk 15:15; Jn 
19:1.  8Cf. Mt 27:29; Mk 15:17; Jn 19:2.  9Cetedoc 0048, 7.132; FC 
36:270. Justice is reversed: the whipped becomes the judge, gar-
lands replace thorns.  10Cf. Ezek 16:9; Mt 26:67; Mk 14:65.  11Cf. 
Ezek 16:10, 13; Mt 27:28; Mk 15:17.  12Cf. Ezek 16:12; Mt 27:29; 
Mk 15:17; Jn 19:2.  13Literally,  “with fat.”  14Cf. Ezek 16:13; Mt 
27:34.  15Cf. Jn 19:29.  16Cf. Ezek 16:10; Mt 27:33; Mk 15:22; Jn 
19:17.  17Cf. Ezek 16:10-11; Jn 19:34.  18Leloir 1963:204; JSSS 

2:269.  19Is 53:12.  20Cetedoc 0278, 31.11.32; FC 88:40.
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T H E  M O C K I N G  B Y  T H E  S O L D I E R S

M A R K  1 5 : 1 6 - 2 0

Overview: Ironies abound: The giver of the 
cloak of righteousness that hides our sin was 
himself stripped of his earthly clothing. His 
face is covered with spittle, who cured with 
spittle the eyes of the blind (Cyprian). Even 
their mockery obliquely served to reveal the re-
vealer, to crown the humbled Lord of glory 
(Cyril of Jerusalem). A conclusive reversal 
was being consummated in human history 
through his mock crowning. The judge is 
judged; the Word is silent (Cyprian).

15:17 A Purple Cloak and a Crown of 

Thorns

The Reversal in the Form of Mockery. 
Cyprian:  He who now gives true palms to the 
victors was beaten in the face with hostile 
palms;1 he who clothes all others with the gar-
ment of immortality was stripped of his earthly 
garment.2 The Good of Patience 7.3

How the Mockery Echoed Prophecy. Cyril 
of Jerusalem:  When they  “clothed him in 
purple,”4 it was in mockery, yet ironically it was 
a fulfillment of prophecy, for he indeed was a 
king, so even their parody indirectly served 
divine revelation. Even though they did it in a 
spirit of derision, still they did it, and his regal 
dignity was by that symbolically heralded. So, 
likewise, though it was with thorns they 
crowned him, it was still a crown.5 Sermon on 
the Paralytic 12.6

15:19 They Spat upon Him

The Spittle of His Revilers and the Spit-
tle by Which He Healed. Cyprian: In that 
very hour of his passion and cross, before they 
had come to the cruel act of his slaughter and the 
shedding of his blood, what violent abuses he lis-
tened to with patience, and what shameful 
insults he endured! He was even covered with 
the spittle of his revilers,7 when, but a short time 
before, with his own spittle he had cured the eyes 
of the blind man.8 The Good of Patience 7.9

15:20 They Led Him Out to Crucify Him

The Paradox of His Being  “Led Out.” Cyp-
rian: He who has given the food of heaven was 
fed with gall;10 he who has offered us the cup of 
salvation was given vinegar to drink.11 He the 
innocent, he the just, nay rather, innocence 
itself and justice itself is counted among crimi-
nals,12 and truth is concealed by false testimo-
nies. He who is to judge is judged and the 
Word of God, silent, is led to the cross. The 
elements are disturbed, the earth trembles, 
night blots out the day,13  “the sun withdraws 
both its rays”14 and its eyes lest it be forced to 

1Cf. Mt 26:67; Mk 14:65; Lk 22:63; Jn 19:3.  2Cf. Mt 27:35; Mk 
15:24; Lk 23:34; Jn 19:23.  3Cetedoc 0278, 31.11.32; FC 36:270.  
4Cf. Mt 27:28; Mk 15:17; Jn 19:2.  5Cf. Mt 27:29; Mk 15:17; Jn 
19:2.  6TLG 2110.006, 12.1-6; FC 64:217**.  7Cf. Mt 26:67; 27:30; 
Mk 10:34; 14:65; 15:19. 8Cf. Mk 8:23; Jn 9:6.  9Cetedoc 0048, 
7.132; FC 36:269-70. 10Cf. Mt 27:34. 11Cf. Mt 27:48; Mk 15:36; 
Lk 23:36.  12Cf. Mt 27:38; Mk 15:27; Lk 23:33; Jn 19:18.  13Cf. Mt 
27:45, 51; Mk 15:33; Lk 23:44. 14Mt 27:45.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+15%3A16-20&version=RSV


Mark 15:16-20

216

gaze upon the crime of the people.15 Though 
the stars are confounded at the crucifixion of 
the Lord, he does not speak, nor is he moved, 
nor does he proclaim his majesty, even during 
the suffering itself. He endures all things even 
to the end with constant perseverance so that 

in Christ a full and perfect patience may find 
its realization. The Good of Patience 7.16

T H E  C R U C I F I X I O N

M A R K  1 5 : 2 1 - 3 2  

Overview: No death is more shameful than 
the public horror of crucifixion (Eusebius). Its 
ironies continue to compound: Prophecy was 
being fulfilled even by his tormentors. He 
who had turned water into sweet wine is of-
fered vinegar and gall (Cyril of Jerusalem, 
Gregory of Nazianzus). The incomparably 
innocent one tasted the extreme bitterness of 
the degrading death of a criminal, spurning 
supposed comforts (Augustine, Prudentius). 
His deity was expressed through his humilia-

tion (Augustine). He did not become king of 
glory without first being mocked on the cross 
as king of the Jews (Tertullian). Derided by 
those who passed by and mocked by the chief 
priests, he was reviled even by one of those 
crucified by his side (Cyril of Jerusalem). 
What they did with their tongues on the third 
hour they did with their hands on the sixth 
hour (Augustine). The penitent faithful even 
today pray on the third, sixth and ninth hour 
to recall and once again participate in his trial, 

15Those particular Jews who called for his crucifixion.   16Cetedoc 
0048, 7.132; FC 36:270*.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+15%3A21-32&version=RSV
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crucifixion and death (Apostolic Constitu-
tions). The ultimate sentence came not at the 
trial but at the cross. There the final judge 
was placed with one criminal on his right and 
one on his left, as if  to anticipate final judg-
ment. He did not cease being Son of God on 
the cross. He who was able not to die unless 
he willed it did die because he willed it (Au-
gustine, John of Damascus).

15:21 They Compelled a Passer-by, Simon 
of Cyrene

Why Simon Was Compelled to Carry The 
Cross. The Gospel of Nicodemus:1 From 
the many blows and the weight of the cross he 
was unable to walk. . . . They gave the cross, then, 
to Simon of the city of Cyrene, who had also two 
sons by the name of Alexander and Rufus.2 They 
did this not because they pitied Jesus, and 
wished to lighten his load, but because they ever 
more eagerly wanted to put him to death speed-
ily. The Gospel of Nicodemus 10.1.3

The Burden Shifted. Chrysostom: When 
they went out of the Praetorium, Christ was 
carrying it: but as they proceeded Simon took 
it from him and bore it. Homily on the Para-
lytic Let Down Through the Roof 3.4

15:22 The Place Called Golgotha

Twice Dawned One Day. Anonymous: 
Already robed as king, he must sustain
Blows from rough palms.
With spit his face is covered.
A thorn-inwoven crown pierces his head,
While to the tree he is fixed.
Wine drugged with myrrh is drunk,
And gall is mixed with vinegar.
His robe is parted and on it lots are cast.

Each one keeps for himself what he has
seized.

In this murky gloom,
God silently outbreathed his soul from

fleshly body.
The trembling day took refuge with the sun.
Twice dawned one day.

Five Books in Reply to Marcion 5.227.5

15:23a Wine Mingled with Myrrh

Why Wine and Myrrh? Cyril of Jerusa-
lem:  What sort of gall did they put in my 
mouth?  “They gave him,” it says,  “wine mixed 
with myrrh.”6 Myrrh is like gall in taste, and very 
bitter.  “Is the Lord to be thus repaid by you?”7 
Are these the offerings you make to your master, 
O vine? Catechetical Lectures 13.28.8

The Taste of Bitterness. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: He is given vinegar to drink9 and 
gall to eat10—and who is he? Why, One who 
turned water into wine,11 who took away the 
taste of bitterness,12 who is all sweetness and 
desire.13 Oration 29, On the Son 20.14

Exceedingly Bitter. Augustine: The gall is 
mentioned with a view to express the bitterness 
of the potion. And wine mingled with myrrh15 
is remarkable for its bitterness. The fact may 

1An apocryphal Gospel probably redacted in the fifth century. Cf. 
Quast. 1.116.   2Cf.  Mt 27:32; Mk 15:21; Lk 23:26. 3EA 302-303; 
ANF 8:429**.  4NPNF 1 9:214; TLG 2062.063,  51.53.56-58. A 
pilgrim at Passover from distant Africa, later known to the apos-
tles, assisted him in his travail.  5Cetedoc 2036, 5.165; An anony-
mous poetic attempt to epitomize Tertullian’s Five Books Against 

Marcion. The date and author are uncertain. ANF 4:164; cf. Mt 
27:28-50; Mk 15:17-37; Lk 23:26-46; Jn 19:16-30. 6Cf. Mt 27:34; 
Mk 15:23. 7Deut 32:6. 8TLG 2110.003, 13.29.11-14; FC 
64:23. 9Cf. Mt 27:48; Mk 15:36; Lk 23:36; Jn 19:29. 10Cf. Mt 
27:34. 11Cf. Jn 2:7-9. 12Cf. Ex 15:25. 13Cf. Song 5:16. 14FGFR 
260; TLG 2022.009, 20.26-28.  15A sedative.  
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also be that gall and myrrh together made the 
wine exceedingly bitter. Again, when Mark says 
that  “he did not receive it,” we understand the 
phrase to denote that he did not receive it so as 
actually to drink it. He did taste it. Harmony 
of the Gospels 3.11.16

15:23b He Did Not Take It

The Sedative Rejected. Augustine: Be cau-
tious and receive the words of our adversaries in 
order to spit them out, not to gulp them down 
and ingest them. Do in this instance what the 
Lord did when they offered him a bitter drink; 
he tasted it, and spat it out.17 So also should you, 
taste and spit. Tractate on John 6.11.18

Spurning the Cup. Prudentius:
Thus did Christ in the hour of crucifixion
Spurn the cup that was offered when he

thirsted,19

And refusing to drink, prolonged his
anguish.

Hymn 6.20

15:24 They Crucified Him

His Manner of Death. Eusebius: What 
death is more shameful than to be crucified? 
What death worse than this condemnation is 
conceivable? Even now he remains a reproach 
among all who have not yet received faith in 
him! Proof of the Gospel 10.9.21

What Happened on the Cross. John of 
Damascus: By nothing else except the cross of 
our Lord Jesus Christ has death been brought 
low:

The sin of our first parent destroyed,
hell plundered,
resurrection bestowed,

the power given us to despise the things
of this world,

even death itself,
the road back to the former blessedness

made smooth,
the gates of paradise opened,
our nature seated at the right hand of God,
and we made children and heirs of God.
By the cross all these things have been set

aright. . . .
It is a seal that the destroyer may not strike

us,
a raising up of those who lie fallen,
a support for those who stand,
a staff for the infirm,
a crook for the shepherded,
a guide for the wandering,
a perfecting of the advanced,
salvation for soul and body,
a deflector of all evils,
a cause of all goods,
a destruction of sin,
a plant of resurrection,
and a tree of eternal life.

Orthodox Faith 4.22

15:25a It Was the Third Hour

Worshiping at Set Hours. Apostolic 
Constitutions: Let your prayers be made at  
“the third hour”;23 for then it was that Pilate 
gave sentence upon our Lord and savior to have 
him crucified. . . . Let your prayers be made 

16Cetedoc  0273, 3.11.38. 322.15; NPNF 6:197-98.  17Cf. Mt 27:34; 
Mk 15:23. 18Cetedoc 0278, 6.11.6; FC 78:139*. As he spurned the 
supposed comforts of adversaries, so does the church reject the 
pseudo-comforting words of false teachers. 19Cf. Mk 
15:23. 20Cetedoc 1443, 6.58; FC 43:171. 21POG 224*; TLG 
2018.005, 10.8.55.4-9. Crucifixion is the most shameful reproach 
conceivable. 22FC 37:350*, spaces added to present in poetic 
stanzas; TLG 2934.004, 84.21-29, 43-48. By the cross all manner 
of wrongs have been set right.  23Cf. Mk 15:25.  
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also at the sixth hour; for at that time he was 
crucified. . . . We observe also  “the ninth hour” 
of prayer; for at that time the sun was darkened 
and the earth shaken with horror, as being not 
able to look upon those bitter cruelties.24 Con-
stitutions of the Holy Apostles 8.34.25

Third or Sixth Hour? Augustine: One 
Evangelist says that the Lord was crucified at the 
sixth hour,26 and another at the third hour.27 
Unless we understand it, we are left wondering. 
When the sixth hour was already beginning, 
Pilate is said to have sat on the judgment seat. In 
reality when the Lord was lifted up upon the 
tree, it was the sixth hour. . . . They had killed 
him already at the time when they were crying 
out. The government officials at the sixth hour 
crucified, the transgressors of the law at the 
third hour cried out. That which some did with 
hands at the sixth hour, others did with tongue 
at the third hour. More guilty are they that with 
crying out were raging, than they that in obedi-
ence were serving. Psalms 64.5.28

15:25b When They Crucified Him

He Died Voluntarily. Augustine: He who 
was able not to die unless he willed it, did die 
because he willed it. So he made a show of 
principalities and powers, openly triumphing 
over them in himself. By his death the one and 
most real sacrifice was offered up for us. What-
ever were the charges by which the principali-
ties and powers held us under bondage, he 
cleansed, abolished, extinguished.29 On the 
Trinity 4.13.17.30

15:26 The King of the Jews

King of Glory. Tertullian:  He was not 
hailed as the king of glory by the angels until he 

had been censured on the cross as  “King of the 
Jews.”31 . . . You owe your life to him as a debt 
for these favors. So try as best you can to be 
accountable to him in the same way that he 
became accountable for you. Or, be not 
crowned with flowers at all if you cannot bear 
the thorns,32 because with flowers you cannot 
be crowned. The Chaplet 14.33

15:27a With Him They Crucified Two 
Robbers

The Difference Between the Two 
Thieves. Cyril of Jerusalem: Of the robbers 
crucified with him, it was said:  “He was reck-
oned among the wicked.”34 Up to this time both 
were wicked, but one of them was wicked no 
longer. For one was wicked to the end, yielding 
not to salvation, and, though his hands were 
fastened, he struck blasphemously with his 
tongue. Catechetical Lectures 13.30.35

15:27b One on His Right and One on His 
Left

The Coming Judgment. Augustine: Amid 
the courtroom of the cross, one robber who 
believed was freed, the other who insulted him 
was condemned.36 He was then signifying in 
advance what he would do concerning the liv-
ing and the dead, putting some on his right and 

24Cf. Mt 27:24, 51; Mk 15:33; Lk 23:44-45; Acts 3:1; 10:3, 9, 30.  
25PG 1:1135; GMI 423*.  26Cf. Jn 19:14.  27Cf. Mk 15:25.  
28Cetedoc 0283, 39.63.5.1; NPNF 1 8:264*. Cf. an alternative 
interpretation in HOG 3.13, NPNF 1 6:203. 29Cf. Eph 6:11-12.  
30Cetedoc 0329, 50.4.13.49; NPNF 1 3:78.  31Mt 27:37; Mk 
15:26; Lk 23:38; Jn 19:19. 32Cf. Mt 27:29; Mk 15:17; Jn 17:2.  
33Cetedoc 0021, 14.27; FC 40:266*.  34 Is 53:12; Mk 
15:28. 35TLG 2110.003, 13.30.1-5; FC 64:24. One was wicked 
and redeemed, the other wicked and unredeemed.  36Cf. Lk 
23:39-43. 
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some on his left.37 The one robber was like to 
those who would be on the left; the other, to 
those who would be on the right. He who was 
being judged was anticipating final judgment. 
Tractates on John 31.11.38

15:29 Those Who Passed By Derided Him

The Psalm Remembered. Cyril of Jerusa-
lem: Those who passed by wagged their heads, 
mocking the crucified, fulfilling the Scripture:  
“When they see me, they shake their heads.”39

Catechetical Lectures 13.30.40

15:31 The Chief Priests Mocked Him

Without Comeliness. Augustine: Such he 
appeared on the cross, such when crowned 
with thorns did he exhibit himself, disfigured, 
and without comeliness, as if he had lost his 
power, as if not the Son of God. Such did he 
seem to the blind.41 Sermons on the Gospels 
138.6.42

15:32 They Who Were Crucified with Him 
Also Reviled Him

One Was Penitent. Chrysostom: In the case 
of the robbers, one Evangelist says that the two 
blasphemed,43 another that one of them 
reproved him who was reviling the Lord.44 Yet 
in this again there is no contradiction. Both 
things took place, and at the beginning both 
the men behaved badly. Afterwards when signs 
occurred, when the earth shook and the rocks 
were torn apart, and the sun was darkened, one 
of them was penitent, became more chastened, 
recognized the crucified One and acknowl-
edged his kingdom.The Paralytic Let Down 
Through the Roof 3.45

37Cf. Mt 25:31-33.  38Cetedoc 0278, 31.11.37; FC 88:40*.  39Ps 
109:25.  40TLG 2110.003, 13.30.5-7; FC 64:24.  41Cf. Is 53:2.  
42Cetedoc 0284, 138.38.766.2.1; NPNF 1 6:524; cf. WSA 3 4:388, 
Sermon 138.6.  43Cf. Mt 27:44; Mk 15:32.  44Cf. Lk 23:40.  45TLG 
2062.063, 51.53.59-54.9; NPNF 1 9:214*. Two blasphemed, one 
repented.
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T H E  D E A T H  O N  T H E  C R O S S

M A R K  1 5 : 3 3 - 4 1

Overview: In repeating the psalm that begins 
with  “My God, my God, why have you for-
saken me?” Christ took on the speech of our 
human infirmity. By appropriating the psalm-
ist’s voice to himself, his full humanity was evi-
denced by his longing to retain his life. His 
complete identification with our vulnerable hu-
manity is seen in his experience of forsakenness 
(Augustine). As fully human, the affections of 
his soul were feeling the full weight and terror 
of forsakenness and so were bearing our ter-
rors. Yet according to his divinity the incarnate 
Lord remained serenely faithful (Ambrose). 
The hour was dark not only in the literal sense 
but also in the spiritual sense in reference to 
darkened hearts and minds (Eusebius). With 
his last words all that had been prophesied of 
him was brought to completion. He breathed 
his last not under necessity but voluntarily. His 
freedom to die demonstrated his power, not his 
weakness (Augustine). He received and ac-
cepted the temporal ministries of women so the 
harvest of salvation might abound to their 
honor eternally (Chrysostom). Onlookers be-
held the incomparable compassion of Christ on 
the cross (Augustine). The temple curtain and 
the rocks were split apart (Ephrem the Syr-
ian), the tombs opened and Jesus was recog-
nized even by the Roman centurion as  “Son of 
God” (Gregory of Nazianzus).

15:33a When the Sixth Hour Had Come

The Sixth Hour Ratified the Verdict of 

the Third Hour. Augustine:  The Lord was 
crucified at the third hour by the tongues of the 
populace,1 at the sixth hour by the hands of the 
soldiers.2 When Pilate took his seat before the 
tribunal, it was  “about the sixth hour,” or early in 
the sixth hour. When Jesus was nailed to the tree 
between two thieves, it was the end of the sixth 
hour. It was between the sixth and ninth hour 
that the sun was obscured and the darkness pre-
vailed, as we have it jointly attested on the 
authority of the three Evangelists Matthew, 
Mark and Luke.3 Tractates on John 117.1.4

15:33b Darkness over the Whole Land 
Until the Ninth Hour

Their Understanding Was Darkened. 
Eusebius: Note how clearly was fulfilled the 
prophecy of our Savior’s passion. It was to be 
a day in which  “there shall be no light.”5  
“From the sixth hour to the ninth hour there 
was darkness over all the earth.”6 . . . This was 
also fulfilled figuratively by his priestly perse-
cutors, for among them came darkness, cold 
and ice, following upon their indignities to the 
anointed One. Their understanding also was 
darkened, so that the light of the gospel did 
not shine in their hearts, and their love to 
God grew cold. Then in the evening the light 

1Cf. Mk 15:25.  2Jn 19:14.  3Mt 27:45; Mk 15:33; Lk 23:44.
4NPNF 1 7:428**. The testimony of the Evangelists is not contra-
dictory.  5Eusebius is quoting from Symmachus commenting on 
Mt 27:45.  6Mt 27:45; Mk 15:33; Lk 23:44.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+15%3A33-41&version=RSV
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of the knowledge of the Christ arose, so that 
they who sat in darkness and the shadow of 
death saw a great light.7 Proof of the Gos-
pel 10.7.8

15:34 Why Hast Thou Forsaken Me?

His Recollection of Psalm 22. Ambrose:  
As human he doubts. He experiences amaze-
ment. It is not his divinity that doubts, but his 
human soul. He had no difficulty being 
amazed because he had taken humanity fully 
to himself. In taking upon himself a human 
soul, he also took upon himself the affections 
of a soul. As God he was not distressed, but as 
a human he was capable of being distressed. It 
was not as God he died, but as man. It was in 
human voice that he cried:  “My God, My 
God, why have you forsaken me?”9 As human, 
therefore, he speaks on the cross, bearing with 
him our terrors. For amid dangers it is a very 
human response to think ourself abandoned. 
As human, therefore, he is distressed, weeps, 
and is crucified. On the Christian Faith 
2.7.56.10

Appropriating the Psalmist’s Voice to 
Himself. Augustine: Out of the voice of the 
psalmist, which our Lord then transferred to 
himself, in the voice of this infirmity of ours, 
he spoke these words:  “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?”11 He is doubtless 
forsaken in the sense that his plea was not 
directly granted. Jesus appropriated the 
psalmist’s voice to himself, the voice of human 
weakness. The benefits of the old covenant 
had to be refused in order that we might learn 
to pray and hope for the benefits of the new 
covenant. Among those goods of the old cove-
nant which belonged to the old Adam there is 
a special appetite for the prolonging of this 

temporal life. But this appetite itself is not 
interminable, for we all know that the day of 
death will come. Yet all of us, or nearly all, 
strive to postpone it, even those who believe 
that their life after death will be a happier 
one. Such force has the sweet partnership of 
flesh and soul.12 Letter 140, To Honoratus 
6.13

Identification with Our Infirmities. 
Augustine: In his most compassionate 
humanity and through his servant form we may 
now learn what is to be despised in this life and 
what is to be hoped for in eternity.14 In that 
very passion in which his proud enemies 
seemed most triumphant, he took on the 
speech of our infirmity, in which  “our sinful 
nature was crucified with him”15 that the body 
of sin might be destroyed, and said:  “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me?”16 . . . 
Thus the Psalm begins, which was sung so long 
ago, in prophecy of his passion and the revela-
tion of the grace which he brought to raise up 
his faithful and set them free. Letter 140, To 
Honoratus 5.17

15:36 Filling a Sponge Full of Vinegar

Psalm 69 Recalled. Augustine: Among the 
other things prophesied about him, it was 
also written,  “ They gave me poison for food, 
and for my thirst they gave me vinegar to 

7Cf. Is 9:2; Mt 4:16.  8TLG 2018.005, 6.18. 44-47, 47.1-7;  POG 
2:214-15**.   9Ps 22:1; Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34.  10Cetedoc 0150, 
2.7.25; NPNF 2 10:230**. In the affections of his soul he felt the 
full terror of forsakenness and so bore our terrors, yet as God-man 
he serenely bore our forsakenness.  11Ps 22:1. 12Eph 5:29.  
13Cetedoc 0262, 140.44.6.166.11; FC 20:69**.  14Augustine is ask-
ing how this messianic psalm anticipated his full identification 
with our death-resisting human infirmity.  15Rom 6:6.  16Ps 22:1; 
Mt 27:46; Mk 15:34.  17Cetedoc 0262, 140.44.5.165.16; FC 
20:68**.
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drink.”18 We know in the gospel how these 
things happened. First, they gave him gall. He 
took it, tasted it, and spit it out. Later while 
hanging on the cross, that all prophecies 
might be fulfilled, he said,  “I thirst.”19 They 
took a sponge full of vinegar, fastened it on a 
reed, and offered it to him as he hung there. 
He took it and said,  “It is finished.”20 What 
does  “It is finished” mean? All that had been 
prophesied before my passion has been ful-
filled. What then is there still for me to do? 
Tractates on John 37.9.21

15:37 He Breathed His Last

A Sign of Power, Not Necessity. August-
ine: Those robbers crucified next to him, did 
they breathe their last when they wanted to?22 
They were held fast by the chains of the flesh 
because they were not the creators of the flesh. 
Fastened by nails, they were tormented for a 
long time because they were not masters of 
their infirmity.23 But the Lord took on flesh in 
the virgin’s womb when he wished it. He came 
forth to humanity when he wished it. He lived 
in history as long as he wished it. He departed 
from the flesh when he wished it. This is a sign 
of power, not of necessity. Tractates on John 
37.9.24

His Power of Dying. Augustine: He 
departed by his [own] power; for he had not 
come by necessity. And so some marveled 
more at his power of dying than at his power 
of performing miracles. Tractates on John 
31.6.25

15:38 The Curtain of the Temple Was 
Torn in Two

Alternative Interpretations. Ephrem 

the Syrian:  The curtain was torn. [This 
was] to show that [the Lord] had taken the 
kingdom away from them and had given it to 
others who would bear fruit.26 An alternative 
interpretation is: By the analogy of the torn 
curtain, the temple would be destroyed 
because his Spirit had gone away from it. 
Since the high priest had wrongfully torn his 
robe, the Spirit tore the curtain to proclaim 
the audacity of the pride [of the Jews], by 
means of an action on the level of created 
beings. Because [the high priest] had torn his 
priesthood and had cast it from him, [the 
Spirit] also split the curtain apart.27 Or [alter-
natively], just as the temple in which Judas 
had thrown down the gold28 was dissolved and 
rejected, so too [the Lord] pulled down and 
rent asunder the curtain of the door through 
which [ Judas] had entered. Or, [it was] 
because they had stripped him of his garments 
that he rent the curtain in two. For the heart 
of the rock was burst asunder,29 but their own 
hearts did not repent. Commentary on 
Tatian’s Diatessaron.30

His Death as an Unveiling. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: He surrenders his life, yet he has 
power to take it again.31 Yes, the veil is torn, 
for things of heaven are being revealed, rocks 
split, and dead men have an earlier awaken-
ing.32 Oration 29, On the Son 20.33

18Ps 69:21.  19Jn 19:28.  20Jn 19:30.  21Cetedoc 0278, 37.9.6; FC 
88:102-3*.  22The issue is, did Jesus breathe his last out of necessity 
or voluntarily?  23Cf. Jn 19:32-33.  24Cetedoc 0278, 37.9.17; FC 
88:103.  25Cetedoc 0278, 31.6.12; FC 88:35. 26Cf. Mt 21:43.  27Cf. 
Mt 27:51.  28Cf. Mt 27:5.  29Cf. Mt 27:51.  30CSCO 137:314; JSSS 

2:319*.  31Cf. Jn 10:17-18.  32Cf. Mt 27:51-53.   33FGFR 260; TLG 
2022.009, 20.29-31.
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15:39 Truly This Man Was the Son of God!

A Few Drops of Blood Renew the Whole 
World. Gregory of Nazianzus: Many 
indeed are the wondrous happenings of that 
time: God hanging from a cross, the sun made 
dark and again flaming out; for it was fitting 
that creation should mourn with its creator. 
The temple veil rent, blood and water flowing 
from his side: the one as from a man, the other 
as from what was above man; the earth shaken, 
the rocks shattered because of the rock; the 
dead risen to bear witness to the final and uni-
versal resurrection of the dead. The happenings 
at the sepulcher and after the sepulcher, who 
can fittingly recount them? Yet no one of them 
can be compared to the miracle of my salvation. 
A few drops of blood renew the whole world, 
and do for all men what the rennet does for the 
milk: joining us and binding us together. On 
the Holy Pasch, Oration 45.1.34

15:40a Women Looking On from Afar

What We Behold on the Cross. August-
ine: As they were  “looking on,”35 so we too 
gaze on his wounds as he hangs. We see his 
blood as he dies. We see the price offered by the 
redeemer, touch the scars of his resurrection. 
He bows his head, as if to kiss you. His heart is 
made bare open, as it were, in love to you. His 
arms are extended that he may embrace you. 
His whole body is displayed for your redemp-
tion. Ponder how great these things are. Let all 
this be rightly weighed in your mind: as he was 
once fixed to the cross in every part of his body 
for you, so he may now be fixed in every part of 
your soul.36 On Virginity.37

Where the Women Were Standing. 
Augustine: How can we understand the same 

Mary Magdalene both to have stood afar off 
along with other women as the accounts of Mat-
thew and Mark bear,38 and to have been by the 
cross, as John tells us?39 It could have been the 
case that these women were at such a distance as 
made it quite natural to say at once that they 
were near because they were at hand there in the 
sight of him, and yet afar off in comparison with 
the crowd of people who were standing round 
about in closer vicinity along with the centurion 
and the soldiers. It is open for us, then, to sup-
pose that those women who were present at the 
scene along with the Lord’s mother, after he 
commended her to the disciple,40 began then to 
retire with the view of extricating themselves 
from the dense mass of people, and from a 
greater distance looking on at what remained to 
be done. Harmony of the Gospels 3.21.58.41

15:40b Mary, the Mother of James the 
Younger

Which James? Bede:  How could it be said 
that the brother of the Lord was not the apos-
tle, but a third James, since Paul also gives him 
the name of an apostle, saying,  “I saw none of 
the other apostles except James, the brother of 
the Lord”;42 and the evangelist Mark names the 
same man, not a third, but one of the two Jame-
ses, saying,  “There were women also watching 
from a distance, among whom were Mary 
Magdalene and Mary the mother of the James 
the younger and of Joseph and Salome?”43 Now  
“greater and lesser” are customarily used to 

34TLG 2022.052, 36.661.42-664.5; SSGF 2:261. 35Cf. Mt 27:55; 
Mk 15:40. 36Cf. Gal 2:20; 6:17; Phil 3:10. 37Cetedoc 0300, 
54.55.300.12; GMI 428*. 38Cf. Mt 27:55-56; Mk 15:40.  39Cf. Jn 
19:25.  40Cf. Jn 19:26-27.  41Cetedoc 0273, 3.21.58.348.4; NPNF 1 
6:207-8. As they withdrew, the women who were once near may 
have then viewed the horrible scene from farther away.  42Gal 1:19.  
43Mk 15:40.
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establish a difference not among three, but 
between two. Hence the lesser James is named  
“of Alphaeus,” in distinction from the greater, 
who was the son of Zebedee. Commentary on 
Acts 1.13.44

15:41 The Women, When He Was in 
Galilee, Followed Him and Ministered unto 
Him, and Also Many Other Women

Receiving the Support of Women. Chry-
sostom: For what reason then was he being 
supported by women?45 For women, it is said, 
followed him and ministered to him.46 It was to 
teach us from the first that he is ready to 

receive those who do the good. Could not Paul, 
who supported others by his own hands, have 
maintained himself without assistance from 
others? But you see him receiving and request-
ing aid. Now hear the reason for it.  “Not 
because I want a gift,” he says,  “but I want fruit 
that may abound to your account.”47 Homilies 
on Titus 6.48

T H E  B U R I A L  O F  J E S U S

M A R K  1 5 : 4 2 - 4 7

Overview: Jesus was placed in a tomb made 
for someone else to demonstrate that death did 
not belong to this one (Augustine). The Lord 
of glory was buried with utter simplicity, with-

out the accouterments of richness (Bede). The 
three days are counted in this way: He died on 
the first day, was in the grave the whole of the 
second day and arose on the morning of the 

44Cetedoc 1357, 1.139; CAA 15*. There were not three but two 
Jameses, the younger of whom is James, the son of Alphaeus, whose 
mother stood afar with the women. Cf. Mt 10:3; 27:56; Mk 3:18; 
Lk 6:15; Acts 1:13.  45Why did Jesus accept substantial support 
from those least able to offer support?   46Cf. Mk 15:41.  47Phil 4:17.  
48TLG 2062.166, 62.697.50-58; cf. NPNF 1 13:541.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+15%3A42-47&version=RSV
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third day (Ignatius, Augustine). We can be 
sure that Jesus died because his death was vali-
dated to Pilate by a centurion’s inspection (Au-
gustine). The incarnate Word was not the 
body as such but was the Word embodied. The 
Word was not changed into bones and flesh but 
took upon itself flesh. Jesus descended into the 
nether world while his body remained in the 
tomb (Athanasius). Joseph of Arimathea’s 
concealed discipleship became revealed in his 
courageous act of devotion (Chrysostom).

15:42 The Day Before the Sabbath

Yesterday He Was Slain. Gregory of 
Nazianzus: Yesterday the lamb was slain, and 
the door posts sprinkled with his blood, while 
Egypt mourned for her firstborn. But the destroy-
ing angel and his sacrificial  knife, fearful and 
terrifying, passed over us,1 for we were pro-
tected by the precious blood. This day we have 
wholly departed from Egypt, and from Pha-
raoh, its cruel tyrant, and his oppressive over-
seers. We are freed from laboring with bricks 
and straw,2 and no one forbids us celebrate the 
festival of our passing over, our pasch, and to 
celebrate not with the leaven of malice and 
wickedness but with the unleavened bread of 
sincerity and truth.3 . . . Yesterday I was cruci-
fied with Christ; today I am glorified with him. 
Yesterday I died with him; today I am given life 
with him. Yesterday I was buried with him; 
today I rise again with him. On the Holy 
Pasch and His Own Reluctance.4

Reviewing the Chronology of the Three 
Days. Augustine: Scripture again witnesses 
that the space of those three days did not imply 
whole days in their entirety. Rather the first 
day is counted as whole from its last part, and 
the third day is itself also counted as a whole 

from its first part; but the intervening day, i.e., 
the second day, was absolutely whole with its 
twenty-four hours, twelve of the day and 
twelve of the night. For he was crucified first by 
the voices of the Jews in the third hour, when it 
was the sixth day of the week. Then he hung on 
the cross itself at the sixth hour, and yielded up 
his spirit at the ninth hour.5 On the Trinity 
4.6, 10.6

15:43 Joseph of Arimathea Went to Pilate 
and Asked for the Body of Jesus

The Sequence of Events. Ignatius: At the 
sixth hour he was crucified. At the ninth hour 
he yielded up his spirit. Before sunset he was 
buried. During the sabbath he continued under 
the earth in the tomb in which Joseph of Ari-
mathea had laid him.7 To the Trallians 9.8

The Boldness of Joseph. Chrysostom: 
This was Joseph, who had been concealing his 
discipleship. Now he became very bold, after 
the death of Christ. For neither was he an 
obscure person nor unnoticed. He was one of 
the council, and highly distinguished, and as 
we see, courageous.9 For he exposed himself to 
death, taking upon himself the enmity of all 
by his affection to Jesus. He begged for the 
body and did not desist until he obtained it. 
Not only that, but by laying it in his own new 
tomb, he actively demonstrated his love and 
courage.10 The Gospel of St. Matthew, 
Homily 88.11

1Cf. Ex 12.  2Cf. Ex 5.  3Cf. 1 Cor 5:8. 4TLG 2022.015, 35.397.6-
16, 18-20; SSGF 2:220.  5Cf. Mt 27:23-50.  6NPNF 1 3:74.  7Cf. Mt 
27:57-60; Mk 15:42-47; Lk 23:50-53; Jn 19:38-42.  8ANF 1:70; 
TLG 1443.001, 2.9.5.3-5.  9Cf. Mk 15:43; Lk 23:50.  10Cf. Mt 
27:60; Mk 15:46; Lk 23:53.  11NPNF 1 10:522*; TLG 2062.152, 
58.778.5-15.
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15:44 Summoning the Centurion, Pilate 
Asked Whether He Was Already Dead

Whether We Can Be Sure That Jesus 
Died. Augustine: As the Gospel declares, 
those who were present particularly marveled 
at this: After the lament in which he expressed 
the figure of sin, he immediately gave up his 
spirit. For those who were suspended on the 
cross were tortured by a lingering death. Con-
sequently, the legs of the thieves were broken, 
in order that they might quickly die and be 
taken down from the cross before the Sab-
bath.12 But that he was found to be already 
dead was a cause for amazement. And we read 
that Pilate also wondered at this, when the 
body of the Lord was asked of him for burial.13 
On the Trinity 4.13.16.14

15:46a A Linen Shroud

Buried with Utter Simplicity. Bede: The 
vanity of the rich, who even in their graves can-
not do without their riches, receives its con-
demnation from the simple and unassuming 
interment of the Lord. Hence indeed the cus-
tom of the church was derived, that the sacri-
fice of the altar should not be commemorated 

by wrapping the elements in silk, or any col-
ored cloth, but in linen; as the body of the Lord 
was buried in clean fine linen.15 Exposition 
on the Gospel of Mark 4.15.46.16

15:46b They Laid Him in a Tomb

Whether His Body Remained in the Tomb 
When He Descended into the Nether 
World. Athanasius: This above all shows 
the foolishness of those who say that the Word 
was changed into bones and flesh. For if this 
had been so, there would have been no need of 
a tomb. For the body would have gone by itself 
to preach to the spirits in Hades. But as it was, 
he himself went to preach, while the body that 
Joseph wrapped in a linen cloth laid away at 
Golgotha.17 And so it is demonstrated to all 
that the body was not the Word, but body of 
the Word. Letter 59, To Epictetus 6.18

12Cf. Jn 19:31-32.  13Cf. Mk 15:43-44.  14Cetedoc 0329, 50.4.13.13; 
FC 45:151; cf. NPNF 1:78. 15Cf. Mt 27:59; Mk 15:46; Lk 23:53; 
Jn 19:40.  16Cetedoc 1355, 4.15.1668; CCL 120:638; GMI 434; cf. 
HOG, loc. cit.  17Cf. Mt 27:59-60; Mk 15:46; Lk 23:53; Jn 19:40-41.  
18TLG 2035.110, 6.1-6; NPNF 2 4:572. It was not the Word laid 
in the tomb but the body of the Word. The Word was not changed 
into bones and flesh but assumed bones and flesh. Jesus descended 
into the nether world while his body remained in the tomb.
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T H E  E M P T Y  T O M B

M A R K  1 6 : 1 - 8

Overview: To behold the resurrection, the 
stone must be rolled away from our own 
hearts. The women at the tomb were the first 
to honor the risen Christ. The apostles were 
the first to suffer for him (Peter Chrysolo-
gus). The daily transformation of the early 
morning from darkness to dawn is forever hal-
lowed by the resurrection (Augustine). The 
resurrection was revealed gradually, respect-
ing the frailty of beholders to grasp its signifi-
cance. The apex moment of the diffusion of 
darkness is the time of the resurrection 
(Bede). The holy sabbath gleams even brighter 
under the new covenant as the weekly celebra-
tion of the resurrection (Athanasius). As the 
virgin’s womb had been sealed and yet he en-
tered life, so also the sepulcher was firmly 
sealed and yet he was raised to new life (Pru-
dentius, Bede). The resurrection is an-
nounced by a youth as an allusion that the 
resurrected body would be developed in full 
strength (Isidore of Seville). Christ is 
present where the sign of the cross is rightly 
exalted—not the material cross itself as a 
piece of wood but the crucified one who now 
lives  ( John of Damascus). Between Jesus’ res-
urrection and the general resurrection, death 
is, for those who have faith, in effect dead and 
lacking in power, as a lion slain (Augustine). 
God does not lack power to raise us also (Ap-
ostolic Constitutions). Christian pilgrims 

to Jerusalem in antiquity wrote specifically 
and in detail of what they thought was the 
sepulcher reported in Mark (Bede).

16:1a When the Sabbath Was Past

Sabbath and Resurrection. Athanasius:  
In the time of the old covenant, the sabbath 
was highly revered. Now under the gospel the 
sabbath has been recast, now viewed as the 
Lord’s resurrection day. The sabbath formerly 
had pertained to the pedagogy and rudiments 
of the law. When the great master himself 
came and fulfilled them all for us, all that had 
prefigured his coming was transformed. The 
old sabbath was like a candle lit in the night 
before the rising and appearing of the sun.1 
Homilies.2

16:1b They Brought Spices

Women First to Honor the Risen Christ. 
Peter Chrysologus: The women were first to 
honor the risen Christ, the apostles first to suf-
fer for him. The women were ready with spices; 
the apostles prepared for scourges. The women 
entered the tomb; the apostles would soon enter 
the dungeon. The women hastened to express 
their eulogy; the apostles embraced chains for 

1Cf. Jn 20:26; Heb 8:13; Rev 1:10.  2TLG 2035.069, 28.148.18.29; 
GMI 435**.
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his sake. The women poured oils; the apostles 
poured out their blood. Sermon 79.3

16:2a Very Early on the First Day of the 
Week

The Dawn. Augustine: All the Gospels refer 
to the period when the heavens were just 
beginning to brighten in the east.4 This, of 
course, does not take place until the sunrise is 
at hand. For it is the brightness which is dif-
fused by the rising sun that is familiarly desig-
nated by the name of the dawn. Mark does not 
contradict the other Evangelist who uses the 
phrase,  “When it was yet dark.”5 For as the day 
breaks, what remains of the darkness passes 
away just in proportion as the sun continues to 
rise. Harmony of the Gospels 3.24.65.6

The Meaning of the Early Hour. Bede: 
Upon this most sacred early morning hour is 
bestowed great dignity from the glory of the 
Lord’s victory over death. For it was in the ear-
liest inception of that day that the women 
became attentive in doing their service to their 
Lord. Speaking mystically, the night was 
already beginning to grow toward an emerging 
dawn.7 He who is the author and superinten-
dent of time rose from the dead during the final 
part of the night. The whole of the emerging 
day is thus made a festival, brightened by the 
light of his resurrection. Exposition on the 
Gospel of Mark 2.7.8

16:2b They Went to the Tomb

The Sequence of Burial Events. Bede: As 
to its being said in the gospel reading that holy 
women came to see the sepulcher  “on the 
evening which was growing on toward the dawn 
of Sunday,” we should understand this thus: they 

started to come during the evening, but reached 
the sepulcher as the morning of Sunday was 
dawning; that is, they prepared the spices with 
which they wanted to anoint our Lord’s body on 
[Saturday] evening, but brought the spices that 
they had prepared in the evening to the sepul-
cher in the morning. Matthew, for the sake of 
brevity, wrote this more obscurely;9 but the 
other evangelists10 show more distinctly the 
order in which it was done. After our Lord had 
been buried on Friday, the women went away 
from the tomb and prepared spices and oint-
ments for as long as it was permitted them to 
work. They then refrained from activity on the 
sabbath, in accord with they commandment,11 as 
Luke clearly reports.12 When the sabbath was 
over, as evening was coming on, the time for 
working had returned. Being resolute in their 
devotion, they bought the spices that they had 
not prepared [earlier] (as Mark records it) so 
that they might come and anoint him.13 Exposi-
tion on the Gospel of Mark 2.7.14

16:3 Who Will Roll Away the Stone for 
Us?

The Door of the Heart. Peter Chrysolo-
gus: Is it from the door of the sepulcher, or of 
your own hearts? From the tomb, or from your 
own eyes? You whose heart is shut, whose eyes 
are closed, are unable to discover the glory of 
the open grave. Pour then your oil, if you wish 
to see that glory, not on the body of the Lord, 

3Cetedoc 0227+, 24A.79.37; GMI 436. In this way both sexes par-
ticipated in the earliest celebration of the Lord’s death and resurrec-
tion.  4Cf. Mt 28:1; Mk 16:2; Lk 24:1; Jn 20:1.  5Jn 20:1.  6Cetedoc 
0273, 3.24.65.354.8; NPNF 1 6:210**. 7Cf. Mt 28:1; Mk 16:2; Lk 
24:1.  8Cetedoc 1367, 2.7.47; HOG 2:60**.  9Cf. Mt 28:1.  10Mk 
16:1-2; Lk 24:1.  11Cf. Ex 12:16; 20:8-10.  12Cf. Lk 23:56.
13Cf. Mk 16:1.   14Cetedoc 1367, 2.7.26; HOG 2:59-60. The women 
who were present on the day before the sabbath returned on the 
day after the sabbath.
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but on the eyes of your hearts. By the light of 
faith you will then see that which through the 
deficiency of faith now lies hidden in dark-
ness.15 Sermon 82.16

The Frailty of Beholders and Their 
Gradual Recognition. Bede: Our Lord and 
redeemer revealed the glory of his resurrection 
to his disciples gradually and over a period of 
time, undoubtedly because so great was the vir-
tue of the miracle that the weak hearts of mor-
tals could not grasp [the significance of ] this all 
at once. Thus, he had regard for the frailty of 
those seeking him. To those who came first to 
the tomb, both the women who were aflame 
with love for him and the men, he showed the 
stone rolled back.17 Since his body had been car-
ried away, he showed them the linen cloths18 in 
which it had been wrapped lying there alone. 
Then, to the women who were searching eagerly, 
who were confused in their minds about what 
they had found out about him, he showed a 
vision of angels19 who disclosed evidences of the 
fact that he had risen again. Thus, with the 
report of his resurrection already accomplished, 
going ahead of him, the Lord of hosts and the 
king of glory20 himself at length appeared and 
made clear with what great might he had over-
come the death he had temporarily tasted. 
Exposition on the Gospel of Mark 2.9.21

16:4 The Stone Was Rolled Back

The Stone Could Not Hold Him. 
Prudentius: 

Neither the stone nor the bolts of the
tomb could hold Christ a captive;

Death lies conquered by him, he has 
trampled on hell’s fiery chasm.

With him a throng of saints ascended to 
heavenly regions,

And to many he showed himself, letting 
them see and touch him.22

Scenes from Sacred History 43, The 
Sepulcher of Christ.23

The Stone as Evidence. Bede: [The angel] 
rolled back the stone not to throw open a way 
for our Lord to come forth, but to provide evi-
dence to people that he had already come forth. 
As the virgin’s womb was closed, so the sepul-
cher was closed, yet he entered the world 
through her closed womb, and so he left the 
world through the closed sepulcher. Exposi-
tion on the Gospel of Mark 2.7.24

16:5a Entering the Tomb

Whether Two Angels or One. Augustine:  
Mark tells us that the women entered the sepul-
cher, and there saw a young man sitting on the 
right side, covered with a long white garment, 
and that they were frightened.25 In Matthew’s 
version, the stone was already rolled away from 
the sepulcher and the angel was sitting upon it.26 
The explanation may be that Matthew has sim-
ply said nothing about the angel whom they saw 
when they entered into the sepulcher, and that 
Mark has said nothing about the one whom they 
saw sitting outside upon the stone. In this way 
they would have seen two angels, and have 
assumed two separate angelic reports. Har-
mony of the Gospels 3.24.63.27

15Cf. Rev 3:18.  16Cetedoc 0227+, 42a.82.23; GMI 438*.   17Cf. Mt 
28:2; Mk 16:4; Lk 24:2; Jn 20:1.  18Cf. Lk 24:12; Jn 20:3-7.  19Cf. Mt 
28:1-5; Mk 16:1-6; Lk 24:1-10.  20Cf. Ps 24:10.  21Cetedoc 1367, 
2.9.1; HOG 2:78.  22Cf. Mt 27:52-53; 28:1-10; Lk 24:39-40; Jn 
20:27; Acts 1:3.  23FC 52:193.  24Cetedoc 1367, 2.7.91; HOG 2:61**. 
The womb’s opening at his birth is viewed as an analogy to the 
tomb’s opening at his resurrection. 25Cf. Mk 16:5.  26The issue: 
Did the witnesses see two angels or one at different times? Cf. Mt 
28:2. 27Cetedoc 0273, 3.24.63.352.15; NPNF 1 6:209**. The 
reports of the two Evangelists are not contradictory. 
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The Pilgrims’ Description of the Tomb. 
Bede: What we have learned about this, 
according to a description related by those of 
our contemporaries who have been in Jerusa-
lem who, upon their return, left a written 
record for us of what they saw there: It was a 
vaulted chamber, hollowed out of rock. Its 
height was such that a person standing in the 
middle could touch the summit with his hand. 
Its entrance faced east, and the great stone 
about which the gospel tells us was placed over 
it. To the right as one enters was the place that 
was specially prepared as a resting place for the 
Lord’s body, seven feet in length, about two 
feet above the rest of the floor. The opening 
was not made like that of ordinary sepulchers, 
from above, but entirely from the side, from 
which the body could be placed inside. Exposi-
tion on the Gospel of Mark 2.10.28

16:5b They Saw a Young Man

Why a Youth? Isidore of Seville:  Why a 
“young man”?29 The resurrection of the dead, as 
the apostle declares, will be  “unto the fullness 
of the measure of the stature of Christ,”30 that 
is, in the season of youth, which needs no fur-
ther development and which is free from all 
defect, complete in every respect, having full-
ness of strength. Sentences 1.29.31

16:5c Sitting on the Right Side, Dressed in 
a White Robe

The Word of Eternal Life. Gregory the 
Great: And let us also take note of what it 
means that the angel is seen sitting on the 
right side. For what does the left side mean 
but this present life; and the right hand side, if  
not life eternal? . . . And so, since our 
redeemer has now passed over beyond the 

mortality of this present life, rightly does the 
angel, who had come to announce his entry 
into eternal life, sit at the right side. And he 
came clothed in white: for he was announcing 
the joy of this our present solemnity. Homi-
lies 21.32

Angelic Postures Prefigured His 
Priestly and Regal Office. Bede: It was fit-
ting that the herald of his resurrection is 
reported to have been sitting,33 so that by sit-
ting he might prefigure him who, having tri-
umphed over the author of death, would 
ascend to his seat in his everlasting kingdom. 
. . . Sitting on a throne is the act of a king, and 
standing at a place of sacrifice is that of a high 
priest. Because our redeemer deigned to 
become for us at the same time both a king and 
a priest—a priest to cleanse us thoroughly 
from our sins by being a sacrificial offering in 
his passion, a king to bestow on us an everlast-
ing kingdom. The angels who proclaim his res-
urrection appeared while sitting in order to 
signify that he had gone to seek his seat34 in the 
heavenly kingdom after having overcome death. 
They appeared also standing35 to show that he 
also intercedes for us in the mysteries of his 
Father as a high priest. Exposition on the 
Gospel of Mark 2.7, 10.36

28Cetedoc 1367, 2.10.182; HOG 2:95*.  29Cf. Mk 16:5.  30Eph 4:13.  
31Cetedoc 1199, 1.594.15; GMI 439**.  32Cetedoc 1711, 2.21.2.16; 
SSGF 2:242.   33Cf. Mt 28:2; Mk 16:5. The issue is why Mark 
reports the young man as sitting while in Luke two men are 
standing. 34Cf. Mk 16:5.   35Lk 24:4:  “two men stood by them in 
dazzling apparel.”   36Cetedoc 1367, 2.7.100; 2.10.116; HOG 2:62, 
92. Since our Redeemer was both priest and king, the angels who 
proclaimed his resurrection appeared in the posture of both priest 
(standing, as in Luke) and king (sitting, as in Mark).  “Standing is 
appropriate to one fighting, sitting to one ruling. It was fitting that 
the angel who proclaimed the coming of our Lord into the world 
appeared standing, that by his standing [position] he might express 
the fact that the one he was proclaiming was coming to do battle 
with the prince of this world,” HOG 2:62.  
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16:6a You Seek Jesus of Nazareth, Who 
Was Crucified

The Tree as Sign. John of Damascus: 
When we worship the likeness of the priceless 
and life-giving cross, we know that it is made 
out of a tree. We are not honoring the tree as 
such (God forbid), but the likeness as a sym-
bol of Christ. For he said to his disciples, 
admonishing them,  “ Then shall appear the 
sign of the Son of Man in Heaven,”37 meaning 
the cross. And so also the angel of the resur-
rection said to the woman,  “You seek Jesus of 
Nazareth who was crucified.”38 And the apos-
tle said,  “We preach Christ crucified.”39 For 
there are many named Jesus and many who 
may claim to be the Christ, but we worship 
the one crucified. He does not say pierced but 
crucified. It behooves us, then, to worship the 
sign of Christ. For wherever the sign may be, 
there also will he be. But it does not behoove 
us to worship the material of which the image 
of the cross is composed, even though it is 
gold or precious stones. The Orthodox 
Faith 4.11.40

16:6b He Has Risen

The Quickening Power of His Resurrec-
tion. Apostolic Constitutions: The resur-
rection in which we believe is that which has 
already been demonstrated in the resurrection 
of our Lord. For it is he that raised Lazarus 
after he had been in the grave four days,41 and 
Jairus’ daughter,42 and the widow’s son.43 It is 
he that raised himself by the command of the 
Father in the space of three days, who is the 
pledge of our resurrection. For he says:  “I am 
the resurrection and the life.”44 Now the very 
One who brought Jonah45 alive and unhurt out 
of the belly of the whale in the space of three 

days, and who brought the three children out 
of the furnace of Babylon and Daniel out of the 
mouth of the lions,46 does not lack power to 
raise us up also. Constitutions of the Holy 
Apostles 5.7.47

The Death of Death. Augustine: He died, 
but he vanquished death; in himself he put an 
end to what we feared; he took it upon himself 
and he vanquished it, as a mighty hunter he 
captured and slew the lion.48 Where is death? 
Seek it in Christ, for it exists no longer; but it 
did exist and now it is dead. O life, O death of 
death! Be of good heart; it will die in us, also. 
What has taken place in our head will take 
place in his members; death will die in us also. 
But when? At the end of the world, at the res-
urrection of the dead in which we believe and 
concerning which we do not doubt. Sermon 
233.3-4.49

His Resurrection Recapitulated in Our 
Baptism. Basil of Seleucia: Christ 
descended into hell to liberate its captives. In 
one instant he destroyed all record of our 
ancient debt incurred under the law, in order to 
lead us to heaven where there is no death but 
only eternal life and righteousness. By the bap-
tism which you, the newly enlightened, have 
just received, you now share in these blessings. 
Your initiation into the life of grace is the 
pledge of your resurrection. Your baptism is the 
promise of the life of heaven. By your immer-
sion you imitated the burial of the Lord, but 

37Mt 24:30.  38Mt 28:5; Mk 16:6.  391 Cor 1:23.  40TLG 2934.004, 
84.61-71; NPNF 2 9:80*; cf. FC 37:351.  41Cf. Jn 11:1-44. 42Cf. 
Mk 5:21-43.  43Cf. Lk 7:11-15.  44Jn 11:25.  45Cf. Jon 2:1-10.  46Cf. 
Dan 3:1-30; 6:1-28.  47PG 1:844; ANF 7:440*. The power of his 
resurrection is the premise of ours. We are being raised to new life 
because of his resurrection, which demonstrates that God does not 
lack power to raise us also.  48Cf. 1 Sam 17:34-36. 49Cetedoc 0284, 
233.38.1114.27; FC 38:221.  
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when you came out of the water you were con-
scious only of the reality of the resurrection. . . . 
The grace of the Spirit works in a mysterious 
way in the font, and the outward appearance 
must not obscure the wonder of it. Although 
water serves as the instrument, it is grace 
which gives rebirth. Grace transforms all who 
are placed in the font as the seed is transformed 
in the womb. It refashions all who go down 
into the water as metal is recast in a furnace. It 
reveals to them the mysteries of immortality; it 
seals them with the pledge of resurrection. 
These wonderful mysteries are symbolized for 
you, the newly enlightened, even in the gar-
ments you wear. See how you are clothed in the 
outward signs of these blessings. The radiant 
brightness of your robe stands for incorrupt-

ibility. The white band encircling your head 
like a diadem proclaims your liberty. In your 
hand you hold the sign of your victory over the 
devil. Christ is showing you that you have risen 
from the dead. He does this now in a symbolic 
way, but soon he will reveal the full reality if we 
keep the garment of faith undefiled and do not 
let sin extinguish the lamp of grace. If we pre-
serve the crown of the Spirit, the Lord will call 
from heaven in a voice of tremendous majesty, 
yet full of tenderness: Come, blessed of my 
Father, take possession of the kingdom pre-
pared for you since the beginning of the world. 
To him be glory and power for ever, through 
endless ages, amen. Easter Homily.50

R E S U R R E C T I O N

M A R K  1 6 : 9 - 1 3

Overview: The disciples did not recognize the 
risen Lord, even when he was visibly walking 
with them on the way, because they had forgot-
ten his promises. Until the breaking of bread 
their eyes were obstructed not by the risen 
Lord but by their own lack of perception (Au-
gustine). Resurrection day, the first day of the 
week, is set apart as the mark of new begin-

nings, analogous to the first day of creation 
(Isidore of Seville). As a woman (Eve) was 
first to taste death, so a woman (Mary Magda-
lene) was first to taste life. As a woman was 
prescient in the fall, so a woman was prescient 
in beholding the dawning of redemption, thus 
reversing the curse upon Eve. The first to tes-
tify to the risen Lord was a woman from whom 

50TLG 2800.003, 28.1080.23-42; JF B 46-47. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+16%3A9-13&version=RSV
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he had cast out seven demons (Bede).

16:9a He Rose Early on the First Day of 
the Week

The Three Days. Ignatius: The day of prepa-
ration, then, comprises the suffering death, the 
Sabbath embraces the burial, the Lord’s day con-
tains the resurrection. To the Trallians 9.1

On Keeping Easter. Unknown Greek 
Author of the Fifth Century: This is 
the day which the Lord has made: let us keep 
it with gladness and rejoicing.2 Why should 
we do so? Because the sun is no longer dark-
ened; instead everything is bathed in light. 
Because the veil of the temple is no longer 
rent; instead the Church is recognized. 
Because we no longer hold palm branches; 
instead we carry the newly enlightened. . . . 
This is the day in the truest sense: the day 
of triumph, the day custom consecrates to the 
resurrection, the day on which we adorn 
ourselves with grace, the day on which we 
partake of the spiritual lamb. This is the day 
on which milk is given to those born again, 
and on which God’s plan for the poor is 
realized. Let us keep it with gladness and 
rejoicing, not by running off to the taverns, 
but by hastening to the martyrs’ shrines; not 
by esteeming drunkenness, but by loving 
temperance; not by dancing in the market-
place, but by singing psalms at home. . . . This 
is the day on which Adam was set free and 
Eve delivered from her affliction. It is the day 
on which cruel death shuddered, the strength 
of hard stones was shattered and destroyed, 
the bars of tombs were broken and set aside. It 
is the day on which the bodies of people long 
dead were restored to their former life and the 
laws of the underworld, hitherto ever power-

ful and immutable, were repealed. It is the 
day on which the heavens were opened at the 
rising of Christ the Lord, and on which, for 
the good of the human race, the flourishing 
and fruitful tree of the resurrection sent forth 
branches all over the world, as if  the world 
were a garden. It is the day on which the lilies 
of the newly enlightened sprang up, the 
streams that sustained sinners ran dry, the 
strength of the devil drained away and 
demonic armies were scattered. Easter Hom-
ilies 51.1-3.3

Why The First Day of the Week Is Set 
Apart. Isidore of Seville: The sacredness of 
the Lord’s Day is apparent from the holy Scrip-
ture. This was the first day of the world. On 
this day the elements of the creation were 
formed. On this day the angels were created. 
On this day Christ rose from the dead. On this 
day the Holy Ghost came down from heaven 
on the apostles. On this same day the manna in 
the wilderness was first given. On the Ori-
gin of Ecclesiastical Offices 1.24.4

16:9b He First Appeared to Mary 
Magdalene, from Whom He Had Cast Out 
Seven Demons

The Fallen Woman First to See the Risen 
Lord. Bede: A woman5 first tasted death, but 
in Magdalene woman first saw the resurrec-
tion, that woman might not bear the perpetual 
guilt of transgression among men. Exposi-

1TLG 1443.002, 2.9.6.1-2; ANF 1:70. The first day of the week is 
the day after the Passover sabbath. In this way there were three 
days.   2Cf. Ps 118:24. 3JF B 88-89; SC 187, 318-22. 4Cetedoc 
1207, 1.25..6;  GMI 444-45. Thus resurrection day, the first day of 
the week, is set apart, according to the Christian sanctification of 
time, as the time of new beginnings comparable to the first day of 
creation, the day of Pentecost and the receiving of bread from 
heaven by the people of the exodus.  5Eve.     
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tion on the Gospel of Mark 4.16.9-10.6

The First Announcement Comes by 
Woman. Bede: It was also a woman who first 
announced to the disciples that the Lord had 
come forth from the confinement of the grave,7 
so that  “where sin abounded grace might more 
abound.”8 Commentary on Acts 12.13.9

16:12 As They Were Walking into the 
Country He Appeared in Another Form to 
Two of Them

Their Impeded Recognition. Augustine: It 
seems as if some impediment to recognition 
had been effected in the eyes of those who 
beheld him; and when it is plainly said else-
where:  “He appeared to them in another 
shape”10—obviously in his own body with 
another appearance—some effect was pro-
duced which acted as an impediment to pre-
vent them, that is, their eyes were subjected to 
a delay in recognition. Letter 149, To Pauli-
nus.11

16:13 They Did Not Believe Him

The Dimness of Their Perception. Augus-
tine: Their eyes were obstructed, that they 
should not recognize him until the breaking of 
the bread. And thus, in accordance with the 
state of their minds, which were still ignorant 

of the truth (that the Christ would die and rise 
again), their eyes were similarly hindered. It 
was not that the truth himself was misleading 
them, but rather that they were themselves 
unable to perceive the truth.12 Harmony of 
the Gospels 3.25.72.13

Why Recognition Came Hard. Augustine: 
Jesus appeared; he was visible to their eyes, yet 
he was not recognized. The master walked 
with them on the way; in fact, he was the way 
on which they were not yet walking; but he 
found that they had wandered some distance 
from the way. For when he was with them 
before his passion, he had foretold all—that he 
would suffer, that he would die, that he would 
rise again on the third day—he had predicted 
all; but his death was as a loss of memory for 
them. They were so disturbed when they saw 
him hanging on the cross that they forgot his 
teaching, did not look for his resurrection, and 
failed to keep his promises in mind. Sermon 
235.1.14

6Cetedoc 1355, 4.16.1860; CCL 120:643; GC 1:443. Woman was 
first to taste the fall and first to behold the resurrection.7Cf. Mk 
16:10; Jn 20:18.  8Cf. Rom 5:20.  9Cetedoc 1357, 12.52; CAA 113. 
Eve was first to taste death; Mary Magdalene was the first to taste 
life.   10Mk 16:12; Lk 24:16.  11Cetedoc 0262, 149.44.3.377.2; FC 
20:263. An inward obstruction of their vision may have delayed 
their external recognition.  12Cf. Lk 24:13-32.  13Cetedoc 0273, 
3.25.72.371.21; NPNF 1 6:217*.  14Cetedoc 0284, 235.67.138.19; 
FC 38:228.
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T H E  C O M M I S S I O N  T O  T H E  A P O S T O L A T E

M A R K  1 6 : 1 4 - 1 8

Overview: Jerome was aware of textual difficul-
ties associated with the longer ending of Mark 
( Jerome). Early exegetes of this concluding pas-
sage in Mark focused largely upon the ironies of 
the text: Those who at first did not believe be-
came fathers of the faith for all who would later 
believe (Augustine). What the apostles them-
selves had seen and not believed, the Gentiles 
would later believe without seeing. Thus the re-
proof of the apostles was justified and was re-
quired before their commissioning (Augustine, 
Novatian). The unity of the whole body of 
Christ derives from its continuity with the 
teaching of the apostles (Tertullian). The gifts 
of speaking in tongues and casting out demons 
were given not exclusively to the first apostolic 
generation but also to the continuing apostolate 
(Ambrose, Gregory the Great). The com-
mand to witness is addressed to the apostles and 
the continuing apostolate that follows after them 
(Augustine). Those who hold fast to the faith 
of the apostles themselves participate in the gifts 
of the apostolate, whose signs and wonders may 
convict unbelievers even when words fail (Apos-
tolic Constitutions). God the creator, whose 

guiding providence is running its course through-
out all nations, seeks to be known as loving Fa-
ther ( Justin Martyr, Novatian). Each believer 
receives gifts from the Father and Son through 
the Spirit according to each one’s capacity to re-
ceive (Ambrose). Those who study Scripture 
with good judgment may read and even memo-
rize poisonous, heretical texts without harm 
provided they remain faithful to the rule of faith 
learned at their baptism (Augustine).

16:14a Afterward He Appeared to the 
Eleven Themselves As They Sat at Table

In Some Copies. Jerome:  In some copies, and 
especially in the Greek codices, it is written 
according  to Mark at the end of his Gospel:  
“At length Jesus appeared to the eleven as they 
were at table.”1 Against the Pelagians 2.15.2

1Mk 16:14.  2Cetedoc 0615, 2.15.1; FC 53:317. Jerome’s phrase  “in 
some copies” shows that by the end of the fourth century Christian 
scholars were aware of textual difficulties associated with the end-
ing of Mark.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+16%3A14-18&version=RSV
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No Eating Without Teeth. Jerome: As he 
showed them real hands and a real side,3 so he 
really ate with his disciples;4 really walked with 
Cleophas;5 conversed with men with a real 
tongue;6 really reclined at supper;7 with real 
hands took bread, blessed and broke it, and was 
offering it to them.8 . . . Do not put the power 
of the Lord on a level with the tricks of magi-
cians, so that he may appear to have been what 
he was not, and may be thought to have eaten 
without teeth, walked without feet, broken 
bread without hands, spoken without a tongue, 
and showed a side which had no ribs. To Pam-
machius Against John of Jerusalem 34.9

His Presence in the Breaking of Bread. 
Bede: He appeared in the breaking of bread to 
those who, supposing that he was a stranger, 
invited him to share their table.10 He will also 
be present to us when we willingly bestow 
whatever goods we can on strangers and poor 
people.11 And he will be present to us in the 
breaking of bread, when we partake with a 
chaste and simple conscience in the sacrament 
of his body, the living bread.12 Exposition on 
the Gospel of Mark 2.8.13

16:14b He Upbraided Them for Their 
Unbelief and Hardness of Heart

Why He Chided Them. Augustine: The 
Lord Jesus himself chided his disciples, his ear-
liest followers who remained close to him, 
because they did not believe that he was now 
alive, but grieved over him as dead.14 They were 
the fathers of the faith, but they were not yet 
fully believers. They did not yet believe, 
although they were made teachers so that the 
whole world might believe what they were des-
tined to preach and what they were going to die 
for. They did not yet believe that he, whom 

they had seen raising others from the dead, had 
himself arisen. Deservedly, then, were they 
rebuked. Sermon 231.1.15

The Great Commission. Augustine: He 
also showed himself on one final occasion to 
the eleven as they sat at table together16—that 
is, on the fortieth day itself. He was now on 
the point of leaving them and ascending into 
heaven.17 He was minded on that memorable 
day especially to reprove them for their refusal 
to believe those who had seen him after he 
had risen, until they had seen him themselves. 
For when they would preach the gospel after 
his ascension, the nations themselves would 
be ready to believe what they did not see. . . . 
If, therefore, they were charged to preach that 
those who do not believe will be condemned, 
when they themselves had not believed what 
they had just seen, was it not fitting that they 
should themselves first be thus reproved for 
their own refusal to believe those to whom the 
Lord had shown himself at an earlier stage 
until they should have seen him with their 
own eyes? Harmony of the Gospels 3.25.76.18

16:15a Go into All the World

Common Men Who Testified of the Un-
common Grace of God.  Justin Martyr: A 
band of twelve men went forth from Jerusalem, 
and they were common men, not trained in 

3Cf. Jn 20:27.  4Cf. Mk 16:14.  5Cf. Lk 24:13-35.  6Cf. Lk 24:17-27.  
7Cf. Mk 16:14.  8Cf. Lk 24:30. 9Cetedoc 0612, 34.404.27; NPNF 2 
6:442*. There is no magic here. He rose from the dead, with his 
actual teeth and with no false ribs.  10Cf. Lk 24:29.  11Cf. Mt 
25:31-46.  12Cf. Jn 6:51.  13Cetedoc 1367, 2.8.173; HOG 2:75. 
Whenever we offer bread to the poor or care for the stranger, the 
risen Lord is present.  14Cf. Mk 16:14.  15Cetedoc 0284, 
231.116.244.3; FC 38:203-4*.  16Cf. Mt 28:16-20; Mk 16:14-15.  
17Cf. Mk 16:19-20; Lk 24:51; Acts 1:9; Eph 4:8-10.  18Cetedoc 
0273, 3.25.76.379.24; NPNF 1 6:220*.  
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speaking, but by the power of God they testi-
fied to every race of humankind. First Apol-
ogy 39.19

The Church Remains One in Its Count-
less Cultural Expressions. Tertullian: 
Then in this same way the apostles went out to 
found churches in every city possible. It is from 
these apostolic churches that all the subsequent 
churches, one after the other, derived the rule 
of faith and the seeds of doctrine. Even to 
today they continue to derive from the apostles 
that which is necessary in order that they be 
churches. Indeed, it is for this reason only that 
they are able to deem themselves as apostolic, 
as being the offspring of apostolic churches. As 
in science, every genus reverts to its original for 
its classification, so with the apostolic church. 
However many or great these churches may be, 
they comprise but one primitive church, 
founded by the apostles, from which they all 
spring. In this way all are primitive. All are 
apostolic. They all are one, by means of their 
unbroken unity, peaceful communion, title of 
descent, and bond of hospitality. These are 
privileges that no other rule directs than the 
one tradition of the same mystery. Prescrip-
tion Against Heretics 20.20

16:15b Preach the Gospel to the Whole 
Creation

The Gospel Proclaimed to All Creation. 
Novatian: He willed that the apostles as spiri-
tual progenitors of the new humanity would be 
sent by his Son into the entire world,21 so that all 
human sufferers might come to the knowledge of 
their creator. Insofar as any choose to follow him, 
they have One whom they now address in their 
prayers as Father,22 instead of God. His provi-
dence has run and at present runs its course not 

only among individuals but also through whole 
cities and states, whose overthrow he predicted 
by the words of the prophets. His providence 
indeed runs its course through the whole cosmos 
itself. The Trinity 8.23

The Uttermost Parts of the Earth. 
Augustine: The command to the apostles to be 
witnesses to him in Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, 
and even to the uttermost parts of the earth24 
was not addressed exclusively to those to whom 
it was immediately spoken. They alone would 
not be the only ones who would carry such an 
enormous task to completion. Similarly he 
seems to be speaking to the apostles very person-
ally when he says:  “Behold I am with you even 
to the end of the world,”25 yet who does not 
know that he made this promise to the universal 
church which will last from now even to the con-
summation of the world by successive births and 
deaths? Letter 199, To Hesychius 49.26

16:16 He Who Believes and Is Baptized 
Shall Be Saved

Why the Catechetical Précis of Baptis-
mal Faith Is So Brief.  Augustine: The ecu-
menically received faith is taught in the creed 
and committed to memory in a form of the 
utmost possible brevity, so as to frame an expres-
sion in few words of that which was intended to 
be explained at large afterwards to persons in a 
state of formation and advancement in knowl-
edge of God. Of Faith and the Creed 1.27

19TLG 0645.001, 39.3.1-4; LCC 1:266.  20Cetedoc 0005, 20.18; 
ANF 3:252**.  21Cf. Mt 28:19; Mk 16:15; Eph 4:11-12.  22Cf. Mt 
6:9; Lk 11:2; Rom 8:15. 23Cetedoc 0071, 8.24; ANF 5:617**; cf. 
FC 67:39.  24Cf. Acts 1:8.  25Mt 28:20.  26Cetedoc 0262, 
199.57.12.287.14; FC 30:396-97**.  27Cetedoc 0293, 1.1.3.13; GMI 

450*. The rule of faith provided at baptism summarizes the faith.
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Whether Baptismal Faith Assures Salva-
tion. Augustine: We know that the dead who 
die in the Lord are blessed,28 and they have no 
concern with what they would have done if 
they had lived a longer time.29 We know that 
those who believe in the Lord from their own 
heart do this of their own will and free choice. 
We who now believe act rightly when we pray 
to God for those who refuse to believe, and 
pray that they themselves may in time freely 
will to believe. Letter 217, To Vitalis.30

16:17a These Signs Will Accompany 
Those Who Believe

The Church Continues to Embody These 
Gifts. Gregory the Great: Is it, my breth-
ren, because we do not have these signs that 
you do not believe? These were needed at the 
church’s beginning. The new faith needed to be 
nourished by miracles to grow. When we plant 
a vineyard, we must water the plants till we see 
they have begun to grow in the earth, and when 
they have once taken root we cease to water 
them constantly. . . . But true life cannot be 
obtained by means of these outward signs by 
those who perform them. For although corpo-
real works of this kind sometimes do proclaim 
an inner holiness of life, they do not bring it 
about. Homilies on the Gospels 29.31

The Purpose of Accompanying Signs. 
Apostolic Constitutions: With good reason 
did he say to all of us together, when we became 
fully aware of those gifts that were given from 
him by the Spirit:  “And these signs will accom-
pany those who believe; in my name they will 
cast out demons; they will speak in new tongues; 
they will pick up serpents, and if they drink any 
deadly thing, it will not hurt them; they will lay 
their hands on the sick, and they will recover.”32 

These gifts were first bestowed on us the apos-
tles when we were about to preach the gospel to 
every creature. Later they of necessity were 
afforded to others who had by the apostles come 
to believe. These gifts were not given for the 
advantage of those who perform them, but for 
the conviction of the unbelievers, that those 
whom the word did not persuade, the power of 
signs might put to shame. Constitutions of 
the Holy Apostles 8.1.1.33

16:17b And They Will Speak in New  
Tongues

Whether All Apostolic Gifts Are 
Received by All Believers. Ambrose: See, 
God sent apostles, and sent prophets and teach-
ers, gave the gift of healings, which as we have 
found are given by the Holy Spirit, and God 
gave many kinds of tongues. But yet all are not 
apostles, all are not prophets, all are not teach-
ers. Not all, says he, have the gift of healings, nor 
do all, says he, speak with tongues.34 For the 
whole range of divine gifts cannot exist in each 
particular individual. Each, according to his 
capacity, receives that which he either desires or 
deserves. On the Holy Spirit 2.13.150.35

The Father and Son as Giver of Charis-
mata. Ambrose: As the Father gives the gift 

28Cf. Rev 14:13.  29It is a speculative question about which the 
faithful need not fret as to whether if they had lived longer they 
would have continued in faith.  30Cetedoc 0262, 217.57.5.416.1; FC 
32:87**. Those living in faith are right to pray for unbelievers that 
they themselves may freely choose to believe.   31Cetedoc 1711, 
2.29.4, 5, 4.39; SSGF 2:428*; PL 76. 32Mk 16:17-18.  33PG 1:1061; 
ANF 7:479*. Those who hold fast to the faith of the apostles them-
selves participate in the gifts of the apostolate, whose signs of exor-
cism, healing and tongues may convict unbelievers even when 
words may fail.  34Cf. 1 Cor 12:30.  35Cetedoc 0151, 2.13.150.146.67; 
NPNF 2 10:134*. Each believer receives not all but some gifts 
according to his or her capacity to receive.
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of healings, so too does the Son give; as the 
Father gives the gift of tongues, so too has the 
Son also granted it. On the Holy Spirit 
2.13.151.36

How These Gifts Are Distributed in the 
Church Today. Gregory the Great:  There 
is something to be said of these signs and powers 
of a more veiled nature.37 The holy church is 
even now doing spiritually, every day, what she 
then did through the apostles corporately. For 
when priests, by the grace of exorcism, lay hands 
on believers and forbid evil spirits to inhabit 
their minds, what are they doing but  “casting 
out demons”? And any believers whatever who 
henceforth abandon the profanity of the old life, 
and utter holy mysteries, and rehearse, as best 
they can, the praise and power of their maker, 
what are they doing but  “speaking in new 
tongues?” Moreover, when by their good exhor-
tations they remove evil from the hearts of oth-
ers, are they not  “taking up serpents”? Aren’t 
these miracles the greater because they are spiri-
tual, because they are the means not of raising 
up bodies but souls? These signs then, beloved, 
you do if you will.38 Homilies 29.39

16:18 If They Drink Any Deadly Thing, It 
Will Not Hurt Them

Whether the Faithful May Safely Read 
the Writings of Heretics. Augustine: For 
what else are hearing, reading and copiously 
depositing things in the memory, than several 
stages of drinking in thoughts? The Lord, how-
ever, foretold concerning his faithful followers, 
that even  “if they should drink any deadly thing, 
it will not hurt them.”40 And thus it happens 
that they who read with judgment, and bestow 
their approval on whatever is commendable 
according to the rule of faith,41 and disapprove of 
things which ought to be repudiated, even if 
they commit to their memory heretical state-
ments which are declared to be worthy of disap-
proval, they receive no harm from the poisonous 
and depraved nature of these sentences. On the 
Soul and Its Origin 2.23.42

T H E  A S C E N S I O N

M A R K  1 6 : 1 9 - 2 0

36Cetedoc 0151, 2.13.151.146.85; NPNF  2 10:134.  37He is poised 
to raise the question: In what sense do believers today speak in 
tongues and cast out demons?   38Cf. Ps 91:13; Jn 14:12-14; 1 Cor 
13.  39Cetedoc 1711, 2.29.4.14; GMI 455*;  40Mk 16:18.  41The bap-
tismal confession taught to catechumens.  42Cetedoc 0345, 
2.17.23.358.17; NPNF 1 5:342*.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+16%3A19-20&version=RSV
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Overview:  The ascension confirms what the 
resurrection evidences demonstrate: that 
Jesus is the one Lord and creator who rises 
from the dead and ascends to receive his king-
dom (Irenaeus). The same Son who de-
scended also ascends to heaven (Tertullian). 
The heavenly span transcends earthly catego-
ries of space (Augustine). The God-man 
abides with us in our hearts on earth, even 
as he abides with the Father in heaven (Bede). 
As God he is omnipresent, while as man the 
ascended Lord now dwells bodily in heaven 
in the same form of flesh in which he lived 
(Augustine). Our poor human nature is 
taken up to heaven with him above angels to 
the throne of God (Gregory of Nazianzus, 
Leo the Great). Healing, comforting, feed-
ing, giving drink, delivering captives—these 
are continuing works of the ascended Lord 
(Aphrahat).

16:19a Taken Up into Heaven

What the Ascension Confirms. Irenaeus: 
As he finishes his Gospel, Mark1 concludes:  
“So then the Lord Jesus, after he had spoken 
to them, was taken up into heaven, and sat 
down at the right hand of God.”2 The ascen-
sion confirms what had been spoken by the 
prophet:  “ The Lord said to my Lord, Sit thou 
on my right hand, until I make thy foes thy 
footstool.”3 Thus God who was announced by 
the prophets is truly one and the same as God 
who is celebrated in the true gospel, whom we 
Christians worship and love with the whole 
heart as the maker of heaven and earth, and of 
all things within it. Against Heresies 
3.10.5.4

We Ascend with Him. Gregory of Nazian-
zus:  He dies,5 but he makes alive6 and by 

death destroys death.7 He is buried,8 yet he 
rises again.9 He goes down to Hades, yet he 
leads souls up,10 ascends to heaven,11 and will 
come to judge the living and the dead,12 and to 
probe discussions like these. Oration 29, On 
the Son 20.13

Our Human Nature Is Carried Up. Leo 
the Great: And so while at Easter it was the 
Lord’s resurrection which was the cause of 
our joy, our present rejoicing is due to his 
ascension into heaven. With all due solemnity 
we are commemorating that day on which our 
poor human nature was carried up in Christ 
above all the hosts of heaven, above all the 
ranks of angels, beyond those heavenly powers 
to the very throne of God the Father. It is 
upon this ordered structure of divine acts 
that we have been firmly established, so that 
the grace of God may show itself still more 
marvelous when, in spite of the withdrawal 
from our sight of everything that is rightly 
felt to command our reverence, faith does not 
fail, hope is not shaken, charity does not grow 
cold. . . . It was in order that we might be 
capable of such blessedness that on the forti-
eth day after his resurrection, after he had 
made careful provision for everything con-
cerning the preaching of the gospel and the 
mysteries of the new covenant, our Lord 
Jesus Christ was taken up to heaven before 
the eyes of his disciples, and so his bodily 
presence among them came to an end. From 
that time onward he was to remain at the 

1This passage, often thought to be a later addition to Mark, was 
regarded by Irenaeus as the received Markan text in the late second 
century.  2Mk 16:19. 3Ps 110:1.  4AHR 2:39-40; ANF 1:426.  5Cf. 
Mt 27:50; Mk 15:37; Lk 23:46; Jn 19:30.  6Cf. Jn 5:21.  7Cf. 2 Tim 
1:10; Heb 2:14.  8Cf. Mt 27:60; Mk 15:46; Lk 23:53; Jn 19:41-42; 
1 Cor 15:4. 9Cf. Mt 28:6; Mk 16:6; Lk 24:6; Jn 20:8-9; 1 Cor 15:4.  
10Cf. Eph 4:8-9; Ps 68:18.  11Cf. Mk 16:19; Lk 24:51; Acts 1:10-11.  
12Cf. 2 Tim 4:1; 1 Pet 4:5.  13TLG 2022.009, 20.31-34; FGFR 260*.
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Father’s right hand until the completion of 
the period ordained by God for the church’s 
children to increase and multiply, after which, 
in the same body with which he ascended, he 
will come again to judge the living and the 
dead. And so our redeemer’s visible presence 
has passed into the sacraments. Our faith is 
nobler and stronger because empirical sight 
has been replaced by a reliable teaching whose 
authority is accepted by believing hearts, 
enlightened from on high. Sermon 74.1-2.14

16:19b He Sat Down at the Right Hand of 
God

Stephen’s Vision. Tertullian: It is the Son, 
too, who ascends to the heights of heaven,15 
and also descends to the inner parts of the 
earth.16  “He sits at the Father’s right hand”17

—not the Father at his own.18 He is seen by 
Stephen at his martyrdom by stoning, still sit-
ting at the right hand of God,19 where he will 
continue to sit, until the Father shall make his 
enemies his footstool.20 He will come again on 
the clouds of heaven, just as he appeared when 
he ascended into heaven.21 Against Praxeas 
30.22

Whether Right Hand Is a Literal Refer-
ence. Augustine:  While such things are mys-
tifying if we take them in a carnal sense, we 
may be warned thereby to think of them as 
ineffably spiritual. For this reason, even if we 
think of the Lord’s body, which was raised from 
the tomb and ascended into heaven, only as 
having a human appearance and parts, we are 
not to think that he sits at the right hand of the 
Father23 in such a way that the Father should 
seem to sit [literally] at his left hand. Indeed, in 
that bliss which surpasses human understand-
ing, the only right hand and the same right 

hand is a name for that same bliss. Letter 
120, to Consentius.24

While Sitting in Heaven, He Is Omni-
present. Augustine: Do not doubt, then, 
that the man Christ Jesus is now there whence 
he shall come again. Cherish in your memory 
and hold faithfully to the profession of your 
Christian faith that he rose from the dead, 
ascended into heaven, sits at the right hand of 
the Father,25 and will come from no other place 
but there to judge the living and the dead. He 
will so come, on the testimony of the angel’s 
voice, as he was seen going into heaven,26 that 
is, in the same form and substance of flesh to 
which, it is true, he gave immortality, but did 
not take away its nature. According to this 
fleshly form, we are not to think that he is 
everywhere present. We must beware of so 
stressing the divinity of the man that we 
destroy the reality of his body. It does not fol-
low that what is in God is in him so as to be 
everywhere as God is. The Scripture says, with 
perfect truth:  “In him we live and move and 
are,”27 yet we are not everywhere present as he 
is, but man is in God after one manner, while 
God is in man quite differently, in his own 
unique manner. God and man in him are one 
person, and both are the one Jesus Christ who 
is everywhere as God, but in heaven as man. 
Letter 187, To Dardanus 10.28

14Cetedoc 1657, 138A.74.13; JF B 60-61*; CCL 138A, 455-57.  15Cf. 
Jn 3:13.  16Cf. Eph 4:9.  17Cf. Mk 16:19; Rev 3:21.  18As an expres-
sion of his eternal sonship.  19Cf. Acts 7:55-56. 20Cf. Ps 110:1.  
21Cf. Acts 1:9-11; Lk 24:51.  22Cetedoc 0026, 30.17; ANF 3:627*.  
23Cf. Mk 16:19.  24Cetedoc 0262, 1201.34.2.3.717.7; FC 18:312*. 
Heaven’s directionality transcends our categories of space. Our lan-
guage always falls short of its reality.  25Cf. Mk 16:19; Col 3:1; Heb 
1:3; 10:12. If Jesus is bodily in heaven in the same form of flesh in 
which he lived, how can he be everywhere?  26Cf. Acts 1:10-11; 
2 Tim 4:1.  27Acts 17:28.   28Cetedoc 0262, 187.57.3.89.6; FC 
30:228-29*.   
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Death Has No Dominion. Augustine:  
Having vanquished the devil by the resurrec-
tion, he sits at the right hand of the Father,29 
where he dies no more, and death no longer 
over him shall have dominion.30 On the 
Psalms 72.8.31

Ascended Lord, Coming Lord. Pruden-
tius:

Hail! Thou king of all the living;
Hail! Thou judge of all the dead,32

At the right hand of thy Father,
Thou art throned in highest power,33

And from thence just judge of sinners,
Thou shalt one day come again.

Hymn 9, A Hymn for Every Hour.34

Present on Earth While at the Father’s 
Right Hand. Bede:  Because he who was 
taken up into heaven is both God and a human 
being, he remains on earth with the saints in 
the humanity which he took from the earth, 
but in the divinity with which he fills earth and 
heaven equally he remains  “all days, even to the 
consummation of the world.” From this it is 
understood that even up to the end, the world 
will not lack those in whom there will be divine 
abiding and indwelling. Nor should we doubt 
that those struggling in this world will deserve 
to have Christ abiding in their hearts as a 
guest, and will abide with Christ in his king-
dom after the contests of this world. Neverthe-
less we should note that the divine majesty, 
while existing everywhere, is present in one 
way to the elect, in another to the condemned. 
It is present for the condemned in the power of 
[God’s] incomprehensible nature, by which he 
knows everything, the most recent happenings 
and the former ones, understands [human] 

thoughts from afar, and foresees all the ways of 
each one.35 It is present for the elect in the 
grace of his benevolent protection, by which he 
draws them, guiding each one individually by 
his present gifts and chastisements to the pos-
session of their future inheritance as a father 
guides his children. Exposition on the Gos-
pel of Mark 2.8.36

16:20 The Lord Confirmed the Message by 
the Signs That Attended It

Continuing Signs Accompanying Faith. 
Aphrahat: Let us draw near, then, my 
beloved, to faith, since its powers are so many. 
For faith raised up [Enoch] to the heavens,37 
and overcame the deluge.38 It caused the barren 
to bring forth.39 It delivered from the sword.40 
Faith raised up from the pit.41 It enriched the 
poor.42 It released the captives.43 It delivered 
the persecuted.44 It brought down the fire.45 It 
divided the sea.46 Faith cleft the rock and gave 
to the thirsty water to drink.47 It satisfied the 
hungry.48 It raised the dead and brought them 
up from Sheol.49 It stilled the billows.50 It 
healed the sick.51 Demonstration 1.18.52

29Cf. Mk 16:19.  30Cf. Rom 6:9.  31Cetedoc 0283, 39.71.8.37; 
NPNF 1 8:329. 32Cf. Acts 10:42.  33Cf. Mk 16:19.  34Cetedoc 
1438, 9.106; FC 43:68.  35Cf. Ps 139:2-4.  36Cetedoc 1367, 2.8.99; 
HOG 2:72-73*.  37Cf. Gen 5:24; Heb 11:5.  38Cf. Gen 7:1—8:22.  
39Cf. Gen 21:1-3; Heb 11:11-12.  40Cf. Gen 22:1-9; Heb 11:17, 34.  
41Cf. Gen 37:28.  42Cf. Mk 12:42-44.  43Cf. Heb 11:27-29.  44Cf. 
Heb 11:27-29.  45Cf. 1 Kings 18:38.  46Cf. Ex 14:21.  47Cf. Ex 
17:6. 48Cf. Ex 16:15.  49Cf. Heb 11:35.  50Cf. Mt 8:26.  51Cf. Mt 
9:2, 22; Mk 2:5.  52PS 1/1:41-43; NPNF 2 13:351*. Healing, com-
forting, feeding, giving drink, delivering captives—these are con-
tinuing evidences of the work of the ascended Lord.
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Appendix

Method of Investigation

into the Early Exegesis of Mark

We wish to offer an explicit account of how we approached the task of selecting the patristic comments

found in this volume. Our procedures were as follows: 

1. By using Boulean1 word search techniques, we searched for Greek and Latin words in all the

ancient Christian writers that correlate with a particular phrase or comment in Greek or Latin from

the Gospel of Mark. We also sought to identify Markan passages in the patristic texts that could not

have been referring to another Evangelist because they use Greek word sequences or phrases found

only in Mark and not in Matthew, Luke and John. Where pertinent, we hand-searched in the Greek

Septuagint and in the Old Latin and Vulgate versions, using textual variants wherever required. Our

Drew Project searching staff, under the guidance of Joel Scandrett and Susan Kipper, executed these

extensive computer searches, which would have been unthinkable prior to the advent of computer

technology. Serving ably on the Gospel of Mark search team were Vincent Bacote, Edward Blain, Tho-

mas Buchan, Joel Elowsky, Jeffrey Finch, Peter Gilbert, Michael Glerup, Allen Kerkeslager, Michael

Kipper, Sergey Kozin, Michael Monos, Wesley Tink, Bernie Van De Walle and Colleen Van De Walle.

Thanks are also due to Denise Ratcliffe for editorial work conducted at Eastern College. We are deeply

indebted to them for this demanding, time-consuming and selfless service. This procedure yielded

approximately three thousand paragraphs of text in Latin and four thousand paragraphs of text in

Greek. These were stored on our project’s digital database, from which we then selected the best mate-

rial according to our editorial guidelines. 

2. We then identified and photocopied all references to Mark in all English editions2 of patristic

writings.3 These extractions were sorted and arranged verse by verse and then organized into files

1Specifying this and/or that selection of words, but excluding others.
2Not only in the Fathers of the Church series, the Ancient Christian Writers series, the Library of Christian Classics and the Loeb Library, 
but also in public domain texts like the ANF/NPNF, the older Oxford texts and numerous independent editions not related to any series. 
We acknowledge our thanks to the Speer Library at Princeton Theological Seminary, the libraries at Catholic University of America and the 
Drew Library for many kindnesses, hospitalities and other forms of assistance.
3All this labor was accomplished, unfortunately, before the Church Fathers CD-ROM was available from the Electronic Bible Society and 
Logos Research Systems. If we had been searching with that database, we would have saved a great deal of time by doing these searches digi-
tally in the English text. Our project helped significantly to fund the entry, digitalization and tagging of the texts of all thirty-eight volumes of 
the Ante-Nicene and Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, joining them with the search engine of Logos Research Systems.
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according to pericopes. This yielded approximately three thousand short texts of photocopied material.

We then examined all this material to make a preliminary sort, selecting those passages we thought

had some possibility of being included in the final commentary. We then began building up manuscript

drafts on the basis of all of these extracts from all language sources. Then we examined all these texts,

rating them according to our editorial objectives and criteria.4

3. Having identified second-round selections, we proceeded to translate untranslated texts or to

dearchaize those texts that needed further attention.5 Where longer homilies or parts of extended

commentaries were discovered and found acceptable, we entered them in whole or in part into our

database, correlated them with our pericope files and selected circumspectly from among them, usually

correlating them with specific verses.6 The above procedures yielded an abundance of material in most

searches, so much so that a large percentage of the gross material normally had to be set aside. We then

searched out Syriac and Coptic sources with the intent of achieving a fitting balance from all exegetical

traditions of ancient Christianity. 

4. We then proceeded to append explanatory and clarifying footnotes, to make topical headings

according to our editorial criteria, and to cite biblical and other references as needed. 

It is important to note that in executing our computer searches, we had many  “hits” on Markan

texts that by discriminating search techniques and by Greek synoptic harmony comparisons could be

shown to be specifically referencing Mark and not the other Evangelists, regardless of where they

might have appeared in the author’s corpus of writings. Hence some of the most important comments

on Mark are found embedded in Origen’s, Chrysostom’s or Augustine’s commentaries or homilies on

Matthew or John and not just on Mark. If these sources had been arbitrarily ruled out, we would have

been deprived of some of the richest source material on Mark.7 

We candidly invite others to follow similar procedures on a given text and compare how their selec-

tions might correspond with or differ from ours. By this means we could be suitably admonished if we

4Although we eliminated a large percentage of the material as lacking in some way according to our editorial criteria, we saved all these 
extracts on disk in order to build eventually a usable raw, digitalized database of all these passages. 
5The ANF/NPNF translations were made in a late nineteenth-century Victorian-Edwardian linguistic ethos in a period of rather sturdy 
patristic scholarship, but unfortunately of somewhat wooden sentence construction, often with too literal a reading and with phrases 
tediously strung together with semicolons. In making the reading of ancient texts smoother and more accessible to modern readers, we have 
dearchaized these texts by mercifully taking out most of the thous, thines, begats, whences and slaineths, making shorter sentences easier for read-
ers to navigate, smoothing out transitions and using ellipses where inconsequential material was skipped and brackets where some assistance 
is needed. In some cases where we were already dearchaizing an antiquated translation, in order to simplify reading we have omitted distract-
ing ellipses and bracketing at the beginning or end of sentences. 
6Many of the items turned up in the Latin and Greek searches we also discovered to be duplicated in the English editions search. Where this 
was the case, we compared the best extant English translation with the received Latin or Greek text. Where we felt the best extant English 
translation had in it anything that was lacking, we translated it afresh or corrected or improved the translation accordingly, indicating that we 
had made amendments.
7The ancient Christian writers often freely blended comments and observations on Mark with comments on other Evangelists. This is why 
we quote patristic commentaries on Matthew and John in this volume on Mark. 
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unconsciously biased the selections. We solicit such counsel. We are not defensive about our selec-

tions, which were made according to our express criteria in volume editors’ guidelines. We acknowl-

edge that other criteria would have produced a different selection. We welcome the admonition of

others to see how any of our choices might have been better made according to dissimilar criteria. We

have repeatedly asked ourselves: Would it be edifying to hear this patristic voice within a service of

common worship as an exposition of a Scripture text? We have ruled out many texts on this basis. If it

is not something we ourselves would wish to hear referred to in the task of spiritual formation, then we

have been less inclined to include it. This simple intuitive test has significantly shaped our selection

process.

We were duly forewarned by some that this volume on Mark probably could or should not be

attempted. It was thought by some to be lacking in sufficient primary sources, with not enough com-

mentary material available for Mark to justify the effort, and that the attempt to do such a volume on

Mark might result in a nonsequential patchwork of miscellaneous quotations that would not signifi-

cantly explicate the text. Some argued that this series might do better to confine itself to those biblical

books where substantial numbers of line-by-line commentaries are available: Genesis, Isaiah, Song of

Solomon, Matthew, John and Romans. This volume is a demonstration that Mark has an ample his-

tory of commentary to be presented in the form and tradition of a catena. As general editor of this

series, I have accepted this volume assignment as a challenge precisely because it was deemed to be the

least feasible among the four Gospels.

The Genesis of the ACCS

This series, the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, convened its first meeting as a  “feasibil-

ity consultation” in Washington, D.C., which gathered at the invitation of Drew University in Novem-

ber of 1993. In April of 1994, shortly after the feasibility study had signaled affirmatively that the

ACCS project should be undertaken, Drew University announced the reception of a generous grant

from an anonymous donor to fund the nine-year project. At that time no other project of this sort was

underway.

ACCS has been from the outset decisively committed to producing a commentary on the whole of

Scripture for pastoral use and for a general lay audience. Why the whole? (1) Because various lectionary

approaches to patristic collections already exist; (2) because pastors preach on many different texts in

the course of a year, far broader than those in the lectionary or in a few books of Scripture; and

(3) because the whole of Scripture is commented on by the ancient Christian writers. We are finding

an abundance of commentary material on virtually every text or pericope we have looked at thus far.

The original and continuing ACCS vision of the task has been to use newly available computer

search technology to look for all references in all types of patristic literature—letters, sermons, hymns, doctrinal

writings, as well as specifically exegetical works, eschewing the much easier procedure of working more
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intensively with fewer texts or preferring complete printed texts to extensive digital searches. 

ACCS has preferred from the outset to seek to enlist an international team of volume editors whose

lives are lived out within both the university and the church, and often within its seminaries. The

choice of volume editors expresses a strong concern for ecumenical balance, seeking editors whose

judgment would prove trustworthy to all communions East and West—Eastern Orthodox, mainline

and evangelical Protestant, and Roman Catholic. ACCS has intentionally selected volume editors who

have already proven themselves capable of working significantly in the whole history of exegesis in both

Eastern and Western traditions. The alternative approach would have been to distribute its editorial

workload on a committee basis by assigning teams of scholarly specialists to meet together and make

editorial decisions based on the complementarity of various professional specializations.

We readily concede that there may be various alternative visions of a patristic commentary on the

Bible: a commentary on the whole Bible versus an undertaking that comments on selected portions of

Scripture; searches embracing all genres of patristic writings versus selections primarily from

line-by-line commentaries; central versus ancillary use of computer technology; utilization versus non-

utilization of available English translations; service to an international audience of clergy and laity ver-

sus service primarily to American historical specialists. In each case, we have chosen the former.

A Labor of Love

Virtually all those involved in this project have indicated personally that they have grown spiritually

through engaging in this precise, laborious, complex task. Without slackening academic rigor, this

exercise has been far more than a matter of mere historical curiosity. That it has been a joyful task does

not make it any less a demanding intellectual puzzle and a lengthy struggle of heart and mind. It has

not been easy to locate the texts, to select them properly, to translate them suitably and to edit them

with fitting transitions and footnotes that will help contemporary readers make good sense of them,

but the struggle has been a labor of love. This sort of work requires an enormous amount of disciplined

solitude and quiet meditation on ancient writings. One must have sustained commitment even to

enter this arena. It is not simply a matter of mechanically punching out buttons on a computer, but of

thinking through the complex meaning of ancient texts written in different historical periods and lan-

guages. 

On average perhaps ten out of a hundred digital search attempts have proved to be worth consider-

ing, and of those only one out of a hundred was selected. So the rare discoveries have been exciting

when they have occurred. Sometimes we have felt like explorers, and often like foreigners in an alien

land. We have at times felt chagrined to be forced to extract from a lengthy passage, just taking the

heart of it and leaving the rest behind. But such is the poignant work of the catenist, or of any antholo-

gist or compiler of a compendium for general use.

Often we would have liked to write extended footnotes on the context, philology, etymology, social
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circumstance or location, and historical uncertainties of a particular text. But when faced with the

breadth and range of the task at hand, we have had to limit our purpose to the specific task of present-

ing the most salient ancient comment on a given text of Scripture. 
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B i o g r a p h i c a l  S k e t c h e s  &
S h o r t  D e s c r i p t i o n s  

o f  S e l e c t  A n o n y m o u s  Wo r k s

This listing is cumulative, including all the authors and works cited in this series to date.

Acacius of Beroea (c. 340-c. 436). Syrian 
monk known for his ascetics. He became 
bishop of Beroea in 378, participated in the 
council of Constantinople in 381, and played an 
important role in mediating between Cyril of 
Alexandria and John of Antioch; however, he 
did not take part in the clash between Cyril and 
Nestorius.
Acacius of Caesarea (d. c. 365). Pro-Arian 
bishop of Caesarea in Palestine, disciple and bi-
ographer of Eusebius of Caesarea, the histo-
rian. He was a man of great learning and 
authored a treatise on Ecclesiastes. 
Adamnan (c. 624-704). Abbot of Iona, Ireland, 
and author of the life of St. Columba. He was 
influential in the process of assimilating the 
Celtic church into Roman liturgy and church 
order. He also wrote On the Holy Sites, which in-
fluenced Bede.
Alexander of Alexandria (fl. 312-328). Bishop 
of Alexandria and predecessor of Athanasius, on 
whom he exerted considerable theological influ-
ence during the rise of Arianism. Alexander ex-
communicated Arius, whom he had appointed to 
the parish of Baucalis, in 319. His teaching re-

garding the eternal generation and divine substan-
tial 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, al-
though modern critics accuse him of pedantry 
and banality.
Amphilochius of Iconium (b. c. 340-345, d.c. 
398-404). An orator at Constantinople before 
becoming bishop of Iconium in 373. He was a 
cousin of Gregory of Nazianzus and active in 
debates against the Macedonians and Messal-
ians.
Andreas (c. seventh century). Monk who col-
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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 become a model for Christian hagiogra-
phy.
Aphrahat (c. 270-350 fl. 337-345). “The Per-
sian Sage” and first major Syriac writer whose 
work survives. He is also known by his Greek 
name Aphraates.
Apollinaris of  Laodicea (310-c. 392). Bishop 
of Laodicea who was attacked by Gregory of 
Nazianzus, Gregory of Nyssa and Theodore for 
denying that Christ had a human mind.
Aponius/Apponius (fourth−fifth century). 
Author of a remarkable commentary on Song 
of Solomon (c. 405-415), an important work in 
the history of exegesis. The work, which was 
influenced by the commentaries of Origen and 
Pseudo-Hippolytus, is of theological signifi-
cance, especially in the area of Christology.
Apostolic Constitutions (c. 381-394). Also 
known as Constitutions of the Holy Apostles and 
thought to be redacted by Julian of Neapolis. 
The work is divided into eight books, and is 
primarily a collection of and expansion on pre-
vious 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.

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 par-
ticipant in christological controversies of the 
fifth century. He composed Conflictus cum Serap-

ione, an account of a debate with a monophysite 
monk in which he attempts to demonstrate 

harmony between Roman and Alexandrian 
theology. Some scholars attribute to him a few 
more works, such as 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 po-
lemics against the Arians while most of the 
eastern bishops were against him.
Athenagoras (fl. 176-180). Early Christian 
philosopher and apologist from Athens, whose 
only authenticated writing, A Plea Regarding 

Christians, is addressed to the emperors Marcus 
Aurelius and Commodus, and defends Chris-
tians from the common accusations of atheism, 
incest and cannibalism.
Augustine of  Hippo (354-430). Bishop of 
Hippo and a voluminous writer on philosophi-
cal, exegetical, theological and ecclesiological 
topics. He formulated the Western doctrines of 
predestination and original sin in his writings 
against the Pelagians.
Babai (c. early sixth century). Author of the 
Letter to Cyriacus. He should not be confused 
with either Babai of Nisibis (d. 484), or Babai 
the Great (d. 628).
Babai the Great (d. 628). Syriac monk who 
founded a monastery and school in his region 
of Beth Zabday and later served as third supe-
rior at the Great Convent of Mount Izla during 
a period of crisis in the Nestorian church.
Basil of Seleucia (fl. 444-468). Bishop of 
Seleucia in Isauria and ecclesiastical writer. He  
took part in the Synod of Constantinople in 
448 for the condemnation of the Eutychian er-
rors and the deposition of their great cham-
pion, Dioscurus 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 
propounded at Nicaea in 325. He was a great 
administrator and founded a monastic rule.
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Basilides (fl. second century). Alexandrian 
heretic of the early second century who is said 
to have believed that souls migrate from body 
to body and that we do not sin if we lie to pro-
tect the body from martyrdom. 
Bede the Venerable (c. 672/673-735). Born in 
Northumbria, at the age of seven he was put 
under the care of the Benedictine monks of 
Saints Peter and Paul at Jarrow and given a 
broad classical education in the monastic tradi-
tion. Considered one of the most learned men 
of his age, he is the author of An Ecclesiastical 

History of the English People.

Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547). Considered 
the most important figure in the history of 
Western monasticism. Benedict founded many 
monasteries, the most notable found at Monte-
cassino, but his lasting influence lay in his fa-
mous Rule. The Rule outlines the theological 
and inspirational foundation of the monastic 
ideal while also legislating the shape and organi-
zation of the cenobitic life.
Besa the Copt (5th century). Coptic monk, dis-
ciple of Shenoute, whom he succeeded as head of 
the monastery. He wrote numerous letters, mo-
nastic catecheses and a biography of Shenoute.
Book of Steps (c. 400). Written by an anonymous 
Syriac author, this work consists of thirty homi-
lies or discourses which specifically deal with the 
more advanced stages of growth in the spiritual 
life. 
Braulio of Saragossa (c. 585-651). Bishop of 
Saragossa (631-651) and noted writer of the 
Visigothic renaissance.  His Life of St. Aemil-
ianus is his crowning literary achievement. 
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 doc-
trine 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 Insti-

tutes and the Conferences, works purporting to 
relay the teachings of the Egyptian monastic fa-
thers on the nature of the spiritual life which 
were highly influential in the development of 
Western monasticism.
Cassiodorus (c. 485-c. 580). Founder of the 
monastery of Vivarium, Calabria, where monks 
transcribed classic sacred and profane texts, 
Greek and Latin, preserving them for the 
Western 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 pioneer of Christian scholarship. His ma-
jor works, Protrepticus, Paedagogus and the Stro-

mata, 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 im-
portant documents of subapostolic times.
Commodian (probably third or possibly fifth 
century). Latin poet of unknown origin (pos-
sibly Syrian?) whose two surviving works 
suggest chiliast and patripassionist tenden-
cies.
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.



Mark

252

Cyril of Alexandria (375-444; fl. 412-444). 
Patriarch of Alexandria whose extensive exege-
sis, characterized especially by a strong es-
pousal 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 
Catechetical Homilies.
Cyril of Scythopolis (b. c. 525; d. after 557). 
Palestinian monk and author of biographies of 
famous Palestinian monks. Because of him we 
have precise knowledge of monastic life in the 
fifth and sixth centuries and a description of the 
Origenist crisis and its suppression in the mid-
sixth century.
Diadochus of Photice (c. 400-474). Anti-
monophysite bishop of Epirus Vetus whose 
work Discourse 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 “way of life.” It exerted an enormous 
amount of influence in the patristic period and 
was especially used in the training of catechu-
men.
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 Tar-
sus and Antiochene theologian. He authored a 
great scope of exegetical, doctrinal and apolo-
getic works, which come to us mostly in frag-
ments because of his condemnation as the 
predecessor of Nestorianism. Diodore was a 
teacher of John Chrysostom and Theodore of 
Mopsuestia.
Dionysius of Alexandria (d. c. 264). Bishop of 

Alexandria and student of Origen. Dionysius ac-
tively engaged in the theological disputes of his 
day, opposed Sabellianism, defended himself 
against accusations of tritheism and wrote the 
earliest extant Christian refutation of Epicure-
anism. His writings have survived mainly in ex-
tracts preserved 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 Instruc-

tions. He also wrote a work on traditions of Pal-
estinian monasticism.
Ephrem the Syrian (b. c. 306; fl. 363-373). Syr-
ian writer of commentaries and devotional hymns 
which are sometimes regarded as the greatest 
specimens of Christian poetry prior to Dante.
Epiphanius of Salamis (c. 315-403). Bishop of 
Salamis in Cyprus, author of a refutation of 
eighty heresies (the Panarion) and instrumental 
in the condemnation of Origen.
Epiphanius the Latin. Author of the late fifth-
century or early sixth century Latin text Inter-

pretation of the Gospels, with constant references 
to early patristic commentators. He was possi-
bly a bishop of Benevento or Seville.
Epistle of Barnabas. See Letter of Barnabas.

Eucherius of Lyons (fl. 420-449). Bishop of 
Lyons c. 435-449. Born into an aristocratic 
family, he, along with his wife and sons, joined 
the monastery at Lérins soon after its found-
ing. He explained difficult Scripture passages 
by means of a threefold reading of the text: lit-
eral, 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 
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maintaining that the Father and the Son were 
of different natures, one ingenerate, one gener-
ate.
Eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260/263-340). 
Bishop of Caesarea, partisan of the Emperor 
Constantine and first historian of the Christian 
church. He argued that the truth of the gospel 
had been foreshadowed in pagan writings but 
had to defend his own doctrine against suspi-
cion of Arian sympathies.
Eusebius of Emesa (c. 300-c. 359). Bishop of 
Emesa from c. 339. A biblical exegete and writer 
on doctrinal subjects, he displays some semi-
Arian tendencies of his mentor Eusebius of Cae-
sarea.
Eusebius of Gaul, or Eusebius Gallicanus (c. 
fifth century). A conventional name for a col-
lection of seventy-six sermons produced in 
Gaul and revised in the seventh century. It con-
tains material from different patristic authors 
and focuses on ethical teaching in the context 
of the liturgical cycle (days of saints and other 
feasts). 
Eusebius of Vercelli (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 influential monk. He was educated by 
Bishop Otreius of Melitene, who ordained him 
priest and placed him in charge of all the mon-
asteries in his diocese. When the Council of 
Chalcedon (451) condemned the errors of Eu-
tyches, it was greatly due to the authority of 
Euthymius that most of the Eastern recluses 
accepted its decrees. The empress Eudoxia re-

turned 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 ele-
ments of his writings were formally condemned 
by the Fifth Ecumenical Council (Constantino-
ple II, a.d. 553), his literary corpus continued 
to influence the tradition of the church.
Eznik of Kolb (early fifth century). A disciple 
of Mesrob who translated Greek Scriptures 
into Armenian, so as to become the model of 
the classical Armenian language. As bishop, he 
participated in the synod of Astisat (449).
Facundus of Hermiane (fl. 546-568). African 
bishop who opposed Emperor Justinian’s post 

mortem condemnation of Theodore of Mop-
suestia, Theodoret of Cyr and Ibas of Ebessa at 
the fifth ecumenical council. His written de-
fense, known as “To Justinian” or “In Defense of 
the Three Chapters,” avers that ancient theolo-
gians should not be blamed for errors that be-
came obvious only upon later theological 
reflection. He continued in the tradition of 
Chalcedon, although his Christology was sup-
plemented, according 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 Pe-
lagius. 
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 
British monk at Lérins; abbot, then bishop of 
Riez from 457 to his death. His works include 
On the Holy Spirit, in which he argued against 



Mark

254

the Macedonians for the divinity of the Holy 
Spirit, and On Grace, in which he argued for a 
position on salvation that lay between more 
categorical views of free will and predestina-
tion. Various letters and (pseudonymous) ser-
mons are extant.
The Festal Menaion. Orthodox liturgical text 
containing the variable parts of the service, in-
cluding hymns, for fixed days of celebration of 
the life of Jesus and Mary.
Filastrius (fl. 380). Bishop of Brescia and au-
thor of a compilation against all heresies.
Firmicus Maternus (fourth century). An anti-
Pagan apologist. Before his conversion to 
Christianity he wrote a work on astrology 
(334-337). After his conversion, however, he 
criticized paganism in On the Errors of the Pro-

fane 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 met-
ropolitan 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 
commentaries and an opponent of the Christol-
ogy of Cyril of Alexandria.
Gerontius (c. 395-c.480). Palestinian monk, 
later archimandrite of the cenobites of Pales-
tine. He led the resistance to the council of 
Chalcedon.
Gnostics. Name now given generally to follow-
ers of Basilides, Marcion, Valentinus, Mani and 

others. The characteristic belief is that matter 
is a prison made for the spirit by an evil or ig-
norant creator, and that redemption depends 
on fate, not on free will.
Gregory of Elvira (fl. 359-385). Bishop of 
Elvira who wrote allegorical treatises in the 
style of Origen and defended the Nicene faith 
against the Arians.
Gregory of Nazianzus (b. 329/330; fl. 
372-389). Cappadocian father, bishop of Con-
stantinople, friend of Basil the Great and Greg-
ory of Nyssa, and author of theological 
orations, sermons and poetry.
Gregory of Nyssa (c. 335-394). Bishop of 
Nyssa  and brother of Basil the Great. A Cap-
padocian father and author of catechetical ora-
tions, 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 re-
count the events and miracles which led to his 
being called “the wonder worker.” His most im-
portant work was the Address of Thanks to Ori-

gen, which is a rhetorically structured 
panegyric to Origen and an outline of his 
teaching.
Gregory the Great (c. 540-604). Pope from 590, 
the fourth and last of the Latin “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 Gre-
gorian Sacramentary and Gregorian chant.
Hesychius of Jerusalem (fl. 412-450).  Presby-
ter 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 ap-
pointed a new bishop. Leo demoted Arles from 
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a metropolitan see to a bishopric to assert papal 
power over the church in Gaul. 
Hilary of Poitiers (c. 315-367). Bishop of Poi-
tiers and called the “Athanasius of the West” 
because of his defense (against the Arians) of 
the common nature of Father and Son.
Hippolytus (fl. 222-245). Recent scholarship 
places Hippolytus in a Palestinian context, per-
sonally familiar with Origen. Though he is 
known chiefly for The Refutation of All Heresies, he 
was primarily a commentator on Scripture (espe-
cially the Old Testament) 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 
Antioch who wrote several letters to local 
churches while being taken from Antioch to 
Rome to be martyred. In the letters, which warn 
against heresy, he stresses orthodox Christology, 
the centrality of the Eucharist and unique role of 
the bishop in preserving the unity of the church.
Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 135-c. 202). Bishop of 
Lyons who published the most famous and in-
fluential 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 before retiring to live a secluded mo-
nastic life. His writings on ascetic subjects sur-
vive 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 Testa-
ment, frequently quoting Syriac fathers.
Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636). Youngest of a 
family of monks and clerics, including sister 
Florentina and brothers Leander and Fulgen-
tius. He was an erudite author of comprehen-
sive scale in matters both religious and sacred, 

including his encyclopedic Etymologies.

Jacob of Nisibis (d. 338). Bishop of Nisibis. 
He was present at the council of Nicaea in 325 
and took an active part in the opposition to 
Arius.
Jacob of Sarug (c. 450-c. 520). Syriac ecclesias-
tical writer. Jacob received his education at 
Edessa. At the end of his life he was ordained 
bishop of Sarug. His principal writing was a 
long series of metrical homilies, earning him 
the title “The Flute of the Holy Spirit.” 
Jerome (c. 347-420). Gifted exegete and expo-
nent 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). 
Bishop of Constantinople who was noted for 
his orthodoxy, his eloquence and his attacks on 
Christian laxity in high places.
John of Antioch (d. 441/42). Bishop of Anti-
och, commencing in 428. He received his edu-
cation together with Nestorius and Theodore 
of Mopsuestia in a monastery near Antioch. A 
supporter of Nestorius, he condemned Cyril of 
Alexandria, but later reached a compromise 
with him.
John of Apamea (fifth century). Syriac author 
of the early church who wrote on various as-
pects of the spiritual life, also known as John 
the Solitary. Some of his writings are in the 
form of dialogues. Other writings include let-
ters, a treatise on baptism, and shorter works 
on prayer and silence.
John of Damascus (c. 650-750). Arab monas-
tic and theologian whose writings enjoyed 
great influence in both the Eastern and West-
ern Churches. His most influential writing was 
the Orthodox Faith.

John the Elder (c. eighth century). A Syriac 
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author who belonged to monastic circles of the 
Church of the East and lived in the region of 
Mount Qardu (northern Iraq). His most im-
portant writings are twenty-two homilies and a 
collection of fifty-one short letters in which he 
describes the mystical life as an anticipatory ex-
perience of the resurrection life, the fruit of the 
sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist.
John the Monk. Traditional name found in 
The Festal Menaion, believed to refer to John of 
Damascus. See John of Damascus.
Josephus, Flavius (c. 37-c. 101). Jewish histo-
rian from a distinguished priestly family. Ac-
quainted with the Essenes and Sadducees, he 
himself became a Pharisee.  He joined the great 
Jewish revolt that broke out in 66 and was cho-
sen by the Sanhedrin at Jerusalem to be com-
mander-in-chief in Galilee. Showing great 
shrewdness to ingratiate himself with Vespa-
sian by foretelling his elevation and that of his 
son Titus to the imperial dignity, Josephus was 
restored his liberty after 69 when Vespasian be-
came emperor.
Julian of Eclanum (c. 385-450). Bishop of 
Eclanum in 416/417 who was removed from 
office and exiled in 419 for not officially oppos-
ing Pelagianism. In exile, he was accepted by 
Theodore of Mopsuestia, whose Antiochene 
exegetical style he followed. Although he was 
never able to regain his ecclesiastical position, 
Julian taught in Sicily until his death. His 
works include commentaries on Job and parts 
of the Minor Prophets, a translation of The-
odore of Mopsuestia’s commentary on the 
Psalms, and various letters. Sympathetic to Pe-
lagius, Julian applied his intellectual acumen 
and rhetorical training to argue against Augus-
tine 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 sev-
eral apologies against both pagans and Jews, 
combining 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 histor-
ical 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 posi-
tions at the Council of Chalcedon in 451.
Letter of Barnabas (c. 130). An allegorical and 
typological interpretation of the Old Testa-
ment with a decidedly anti-Jewish tone. It was 
included with other New Testament works as a 
“Catholic epistle” at least until Eusebius of 
Caesarea (c. 260/263-340) questioned its au-
thenticity.
Letter to Diognetus (c. third century). A refuta-
tion of paganism and an exposition of the 
Christian life and faith. The author of this let-
ter is unknown, and the exact identity of its re-
cipient, Diognetus, continues to elude patristic 
scholars. 
Lucifer (d. 370/371). Bishop of Cagliari and 
vigorous 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 
Testament, especially Pauline passages. His ex-
egesis is mainly literal and relies mostly on ear-
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lier 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 
Athanasius. Macarius continued his teaching 
of monastic theology at Wadi Natrun.
Macrina the Younger (c. 327-379). The elder 
sister of Basil the Great and Gregory of Nyssa, 
she is known as  “the Younger” to distinguish her 
from her paternal grandmother. She had a pow-
erful influence on her younger brothers, espe-
cially on Gregory, who called her his teacher and 
relates her teaching in On the Soul and the Resur-

rection.
Manichaeans. A religious movement that origi-
nated circa 241 in Persia under the leadership of 
Mani but was apparently of complex Christian 
origin. It is said to have denied free will and the 
universal sovereignty of God, teaching that king-
doms of light and darkness are coeternal and 
that the redeemed 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 refu-
tation of Arianism. Later, he was accused of Sa-
bellianism, especially by Eusebius of Caesarea. 
While the Western church declared him ortho-
dox, the Eastern church excommunicated him. 
Some scholars have attributed to him certain 
works of Athanasius.
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 Platonists. 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 penin-
sula. 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 sur-
vive on Christian festivals, saints and martyrs.
Maximus the Confessor (c. 580-662). Pales-
tinian-born theologian and ascetic writer. Flee-
ing the Arab invasion of Jerusalem in 614, he 
took refuge in Constantinople and later Africa.  
He died near the Black Sea after imprisonment 
and severe suffering, having his tongue cut off 
and his right hand mutilated. He taught total 
preference for God and detachment from all 
things.
Methodius of Olympus (d. 311). Bishop of 
Olympus who celebrated virginity in a Sympo-

sium partly modeled on Plato’s dialogue of that 
name.
Minucius Felix (second or third century). 
Christian apologist who was an advocate in 
Rome. His Octavius agrees at numerous points 
with the Apologeticum of Tertullian. His birth-
place is believed to be in Africa.
Montanist Oracles. Montanism was an apoca-
lyptic and strictly ascetic movement begun in 
the latter half of the second century by a cer-
tain Montanus in Phrygia, who, along with cer-
tain of his followers, uttered oracles they 
claimed were inspired by the Holy Spirit. Little 
of the authentic oracles remains and most of 
what is known of Montanism comes from the 
authors who wrote against the movement. 
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Montanism was formally condemned as a her-
esy before by Asiatic synods. 
Nemesius of Emesa (fl. late fourth century). 
Bishop of Emesa in Syria whose most impor-
tant work, Of the Nature of Man, draws on sev-
eral theological and philosophical sources and 
is the first exposition of a Christian anthropol-
ogy.
Nestorius (c. 381-c. 451). Patriarch of Con-
stantinople (428-431) who founded the heresy 
which says that there are two persons, divine 
and human, rather than one person truly 
united in the incarnate Christ. He resisted the 
teaching of theotokos, causing Nestorian 
churches to separate from Constantinople.
Nicetas of Remesiana (fl. second half of 
fourth century). Bishop of Remesiana in Ser-
bia, whose works affirm the consubstantiality 
of the Son and the deity of the Holy Spirit.
Nilus of Ancyra (d. c. 430). Prolific ascetic 
writer and  disciple of John Chrysostom. Some-
times erroneously known as Nilus of Sinai, he 
was a native of Ancyra and studied at Constan-
tinople. 
Novatian of Rome (fl. 235-258). Roman theo-
logian, otherwise orthodox, who formed a 
schismatic 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 earliest extant Greek commentary on Reve-
lation. Scholia by Oecumenius on some of John 
Chrysostom’s commentaries on the Pauline 
Epistles are still extant.
Olympiodorus (early sixth century). Exegete 
and deacon of Alexandria, known for his com-
mentaries that come to us mostly in catenae.
Origen of Alexandria (b. 185; fl. c. 200-254). 
Influential exegete and systematic theologian. 
He was condemned (perhaps unfairly) for 

maintaining the preexistence of souls while 
purportedly denying the resurrection of the 
body. His extensive works of exegesis focus on 
the spiritual meaning of the text.
Pachomius (c. 292-347). Founder of cenobitic 
monasticism.  A gifted group leader and 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 Nova-
tian schismatics.
Palladius of Helenopolis (c. 363/364-c. 431). 
Bishop of Helenopolis in Bithynia (400-417) 
and then Aspuna in Galatia. A disciple of Eva-
grius of Pontus and admirer of Origen, Palladius 
became a zealous adherent of John Chrysostom 
and shared his troubles in 403. His Lausaic His-

tory is the leading 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 contro-
versy.
Paulinus of Nola (355-431). Roman senator 
and distinguished Latin poet whose frequent 
encounters with Ambrose of Milan (c. 333-
397) led to his eventual conversion and bap-
tism 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, Au-
gustine, Jerome and Rufinus.
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Paulus Orosius (b. c. 380). An outspoken 
critic of Pelagius, mentored by Augustine. His 
Seven Books of History Against the Pagans was per-
haps 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 these were people who lived wholly 
without sin and that salvation depended on 
free will. 
Peter Chrysologus (c. 380-450). Latin arch-
bishop of Ravenna whose teachings included 
arguments for adherence in matters of faith to 
the Roman see, and the relationship between 
grace and Christian living.
Peter of Alexandria (d. c. 311). Bishop of Al-
exandria. He marked (and very probably initi-
ated) the reaction at Alexandria against 
extreme doctrines of Origen. During the perse-
cution of Christians in Alexandria, Peter was 
arrested and beheaded by Roman officials. Eu-
sebius of Caesarea described him as “a model 
bishop, remarkable 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 lit-
eral. Although influenced by Hellenism, Philo’s 
theology remains thoroughly Jewish.
Philoxenus of Mabbug (c. 440-523). Bishop of 
Mabbug (Hierapolis) and a leading thinker in 
the early Syrian Orthodox Church. His exten-
sive writings in Syriac include a set of thirteen 
Discourses on the Christian Life, several works on 
the incarnation and a number of exegetical 
works.

Poemen (c. fifth century). One-seventh of the 
sayings in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers are at-
tributed to Poemen, which is Greek for shep-
herd. Poemen was a common title among early 
Egyptian desert ascetics, and it is unknown 
whether all of the sayings come from one person.
Polycarp of Smyrna (c. 69-155). Bishop of 
Smyrna who vigorously fought heretics such as 
the Marcionites and Valentinians. He was the 
leading Christian figure in Roman Asia in the 
middle of the second century.
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 Hadrume-
tum in North Africa (modern Tunsia) and one 
of the few Africans to support the condemna-
tion of the Three Chapters. Drawing on Au-
gustine and Tyconius, he wrote a commentary 
on the Apocalypse, which in allegorizing fash-
ion 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 nu-
merous 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 Au-
gustine on grace and predestination. He collabo-
rated 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 
theology of the incarnation, against the heretic 
Marcion and against the resurgence of pagan-
ism.
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Pseudo-Clementines (third-fourth century). 
A series of apocryphal writings pertaining to a 
conjured life of Clement of Rome. Written in a 
form of popular legend, the stories from Clem-
ent’s life, including his opposition to Simon 
Magus, illustrate and promote articles of 
Christian teaching. It is likely that the corpus is 
a derivative of a number of Gnostic and Judeo-
Christian writings. Dating the corpus is a com-
plicated 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 
mysticism in their denial that anything can be 
truly predicated of God.
Pseudo-Macarius (fl. c. 390). An anonymous 
writer and ascetic (from Mesopotamia?) active 
in Antioch whose badly edited works were at-
tributed to Macarius of Egypt. He had keen in-
sight into human nature, prayer and the inner 
life. His work includes some one hundred dis-
courses and homilies.
Quodvultdeus (fl. 430). Carthaginian bishop 
and friend of Augustine who endeavored to 
show at length how the New Testament ful-
filled the Old Testament.
Rufinus of Aquileia (c. 345-411). Orthodox 
Christian thinker and historian who nonethe-
less translated and preserved the works of Ori-
gen, and defended him against the strictures of 
Jerome and Epiphanius. He lived the ascetic life 
in Rome, Egypt and Jerusalem (the Mount of 
Olives).
Sabellius (fl. 200). Allegedly the author of the 
heresy which maintains that the Father and Son 
are a single person. The patripassian variant of 
this heresy states that the Father suffered on the 
cross.

Sahdona (fl. 635-640). Known in Greek as 
Martyrius, this Syriac author was bishop of 
Beth Garmai. He studied in Nisibis and was 
exiled for his christological ideas. His most im-
portant work is the deeply scriptural Book of 

Perfection which ranks as one of the master-
pieces of Syriac monastic literature. 
Salvian the Presbyter of Marseilles (c. 400-c. 
480). An important author for the history of 
his own time. He saw the fall of Roman civili-
zation to the barbarians as a consequence of 
the reprehensible conduct of Roman Chris-
tians. In The Governance of God he developed 
the theme of divine providence.
Second Letter of Clement (c. 150). The so-called 
Second Letter of Clement is an early Christian 
sermon probably written by a Corinthian au-
thor, though some scholars have assigned it to a 
Roman or Alexandrian author.
Severian of Gabala (fl. c. 400). A contempo-
rary of John Chrysostom, he was a highly re-
garded preacher in Constantinople, particularly 
at the imperial court, and ultimately sided with 
Chrysostom’s accusers. He wrote homilies on 
Genesis.
Severus of Antioch (fl. 488-538). A mono-
physite theologian, consecrated bishop of An-
tioch in 522. Born in Pisidia, he studied in 
Alexandria and Beirut, taught in Constanti-
nople and was exiled to Egypt.
Shenoute (c. 350-466). Abbot of Athribis in 
Egypt. His large monastic community was 
known for very strict rules. He accompanied 
Cyril of Alexandria to the Council of Ephesus 
in 431, where he played an important role in 
deposing Nestorius. He knew Greek but 
wrote in Coptic, and his literary activity in-
cludes homilies, catecheses on monastic sub-
jects, letters, and a couple of theological 
treatises.
Shepherd of Hermas (second century). Divided 



Biographical Sketches

261

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 
second angel said to have granted him his vi-
sions. This work was highly esteemed for its 
moral value and was used as a textbook for cat-
echumens in the early church.
Sulpicius Severus (c. 360-c. 420). An ecclesi-
astical writer from Bordeaux born of noble par-
ents.  Devoting himself to monastic retirement, 
he became 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 
Christology 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 excommu-
nicated at the council of Sardica. His writings 
focus on a literal interpretation of Scripture.
Theodore of Mopsuestia (c. 350-428). Bishop 
of Mopsuestia, founder of the Antiochene, or lit-
eralistic, school of exegesis. A great man in his 
day, he was later condemned as a precursor of 
Nestorius.
Theodore of Tabennesi (d. 368) Vice general 
of the Pachomian monasteries (c. 350-368) un-
der Horsiesi. Several of his letters are known.
Theodoret of Cyr (c. 393-466). Bishop of Cyr 
(Cyrrhus), he was an opponent of Cyril who 
commented extensively on Old 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 Al-
exandria.
Theophanes (775-845). Hymnographer and 
bishop of Nicaea (842-845). He was persecuted 
during the second iconoclastic period for his 
support of the Seventh Council (Second Coun-
cil of Nicaea, 787). He wrote many hymns in 
the tradition 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 Chris-
tian commentary on Genesis and the first use 
of the term Trinity. Theophilus’s apologetic lit-
erary heritage had influence on Irenaeus and 
possibly Tertullian.
Theophylact of Ohrid (c. 1050-c. 1108). Byz-
antine 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 
strengthening 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 christo-
logical controversies of the sixth century, espe-
cially in the debate on Three Chapters. He also 
wrote allegorical commentaries on the nine li-
turgical church canticles. 
Victorinus of Petovium (d. c. 304). Latin bib-
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lical 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 ex-
pressed strong millenarianism in his writing, 
though his was less materialistic than the mille-
narianism of Papias or Irenaeus. In his allegori-
cal approach he could be called a spiritual 

disciple of Origen. Victorinus 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 
methodologies of the heresies.



 
 

The following chronology will assist readers in locating patristic writers, writings and recipients of 

letters referred to in this patristic commentary. Persons are arranged chronologically according to the 

terminal date of the years during which they flourished (fl.) or, where that cannot be determined, the 

date of death or approximate date of writing or influence. Writings are arranged according to the 

approximate date of composition. This list is cumulative with respect to all volumes of the ACCS. 

Timeline of Writer of the Patristic Period



Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location

 

British 
Isles

Gaul Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy

Clement of Rome, fl. c. 92-101 
(Greek)

Carthage and Northern Africa

 2nd century

Irenaeus of Lyons, 
c. 135-c. 202 (Greek)

Shepherd of Hermas, c. 140 (Greek)

Justin Martyr (Ephesus, Rome), 
c. 100/110-165 (Greek)

Tatian (Rome/Syria), 2nd cent. 
(Greek)

Muratorian Fragment, 2nd cent. 
(Latin [orig. Greek])

Valentinus the Gnostic (Rome), 
fl. c. 140 (Greek)

Hegesippus, 2nd cent. (Greek)

Marcion (Rome), fl. 144 (Greek)

Heracleon, 145-180 (Greek)

                    3rd century

Zephyrinus (Rome), regn. 199-217

Callistus of Rome, regn. 217-222 
(Latin)

Minucius Felix of Rome, 
fl. 218-235 (Latin)

Hippolytus (Rome, Palestine?), 
fl. 222-235/245 (Greek)

Novatian of Rome, fl. 235-258 
(Latin)

Victorinus of Petovium, 230-304
(Latin)

Tertullian of Carthage, c. 155/160-
c. 225 (Latin)

Cyprian of Carthage, fl. 248-258 
(Latin)

Seventh Council of Carthage Under 
Cyprian, 256 (Latin)

Treatise on Rebaptism, 3rd cent. 
(Latin)

P
eriod

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Alexandria* and Egypt

Philo of Alexandria, c. 20 
B.C. - c. A.D. 50 (Greek)

Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Flavius Josephus 
(Rome), c. 37-c. 101 
(Greek)

Location
Unknown

Basilides (Alexandria), 2nd 
cent. (Greek)

Letter of Barnabas (Syria?), 
c. 130 (Greek)

Gospel of Truth (Egypt?),
2nd cent. (Coptic/Greek)

Valentinian Exposition,
2nd cent. (Greek)

Theodotus the Valentinian, 
2nd cent. (Greek)

Epistula Apostolorum, mid 
2nd cent. (Greek [Coptic/
Ethiopic])

Clement of Alexandria, 
c. 150-215 (Greek)

Polycarp of Smyrna, c. 69-155 
(Greek)

Martyrdom of Polycarp, c. 160 
(Greek)

Aristides, 2nd cent.
(Greek)

Papias of Hierapolis, c. early 2nd 
cent. (Greek)

Athenagoras (Greece), fl. 176-
180 (Greek)

Melito of Sardis, d. c. 190 
(Greek)

Acts of Paul and Thecla, 2nd 
cent. (Greek)

Acts of Peter, c. 190 (Greek)

Montanist Oracles, late 2nd cent. 
(Greek)

Ignatius of Antioch, c. 35-107/
112 (Greek)

Didache (Egypt?),  c. 100 
(Greek)

Odes of Solomon (perhaps 
also Palestine or Egypt), 
early 2nd cent. (Syriac/Ara-
maic)

Gospel of Peter, late 2nd cent.
(Greek)

Theophilus of Antioch, 
c. late 2nd cent. (Greek)

Julius Africanus, c. 
160-c. 240 (Greek)

Second Letter of Clement 
(spurious; Corinth, 
Rome, Alexandria?) 
c. 150, (Greek)

Sabellius (Egypt), 2nd-3rd 
cent. (Greek)

Letter to Diognetus, 3rd cent. 
(Greek)

Origen (Alexandria, Cae-
sarea of Palestine), 185-
254 (Greek)

Dionysius of Alexandria, 
d. 264/5 (Greek)

Firmilian of Caesarea, fl. c. 230-c. 
268 (Greek)

Gregory Thaumaturgus (Neo-
caesarea), fl.  c.  248-264 
(Greek)

Methodius of Olympus (Lycia), 
d. c. 311 (Greek)

Gospel of Philip (Syria, Egypt?) 
2nd or 3rd cent. (Coptic/
Greek)

Bardesanes, 154-222 (Syriac)

Acts of Thomas, c. 225 (Syriac)

Didascalia Apostolorum, early 
3rd cent. (Syriac)

Mani (Manichaeans), 
c. 216-276 (Persian/
Syriac)

Pseudo-Clementines
3rd cent. (Greek)
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location

 

British 
Isles

Gaul

Lactantius,  c. 260- 330 
(Latin)

Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern Africa

Fastidius  
(Britain),  
c. 4th-5th 
cent. 
(Latin)

Hilary of Poitiers, 
c. 315-367 (Latin)

Egeria, 4th cent. (Latin)

Phoebadius of Agen, d. c. 395 
(Latin)

Athanasian Creed, c. 4th or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Joseph’s Bible Notes, 4th or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Sulpicius Severus (Bordeaux), 
c. 360-c. 420/425 (Latin)

Hosius of Cordova, d. 357 
(Latin)

Potamius of Lisbon, 
fl. c. 350-360 (Latin)

Gregory of Elvira, 
fl. 359-385 (Latin)

Pacian of Barcelona, 4th 
cent. (Latin)

Prudentius, c. 348-c. 410 
(Latin)

Firmicus Maternus (Sicily),
fl. c. 335 (Latin)

Marius Victorinus (Rome), 
fl. 355-363 (Latin)

Eusebius of Vercelli, fl. c. 360 (Latin)

Lucifer of Cagliari (Sardinia), 
d. 370/371 (Latin)

Damasus of Rome, c. 304-384 
(Latin)

Ambrosiaster (Italy?), fl. c. 366-384 
(Latin)

Filastrius of Brescia, fl. 380 (Latin)

Faustinus (Rome), fl. 380 (Latin)

Faustus of Riez, fl. c. 380 (Latin)

Gaudentius of Brescia, fl. 395 
(Latin)

Ambrose of Milan, c. 333-397; 
fl. 374-397 (Latin)

Paulinus of Milan, late 4th-early 5th 
cent. (Latin)

Rufinus (Aquileia, Rome), c. 345-
411 (Latin)

Arnobius of Sicca, d. c. 327 (Latin)

Optatus of Milevis, 4th cent. (Latin)

Isaiah of Scete, late 4th cent. (Greek)

Paulus Orosius, b. c. 380
(Latin)

Augustine of Hippo, 354-430 (Latin)

Synesios of Cyrene (Alexandria, 
Cyrene), c. 370-c. 413 (Greek)

Possidius, late 4th-5th cent. (Latin)

Sedulius, 
Coelius, fl. 
425-450 
(Latin)

John Cassian (Palestine, 
Egypt, Constantinople, 
Rome, Marseilles), 360-432 
(Latin)

Vincent of Lérins, d. 435 
(Latin)

Valerian of Cimiez, 
fl. c. 422-449 (Latin)

Eucherius of Lyons, 
fl. 420-449 (Latin)

Hilary of Arles, c. 401-449 
(Latin)

Chromatius (Aquileia), fl. 400 
(Latin)

Aponius, fl. 405-415 (Latin)

Pelagius (Britain, Rome), c. 354-
c. 420 (Greek)

Maximus of Turin, d. 408/423 
(Latin)

Paulinus of Nola, 355-431 (Latin)

Peter Chrysologus (Ravenna), 
c. 380-450 (Latin)

Julian of Eclanum, 386-454 (Latin)

Luculentius, 5th cent. (Latin)

Quodvultdeus (Carthage),
fl. 430 (Latin)

Dracontius, 5th cent. (Latin)

P
eriod

4th century
5th century

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Alexandria* and Egypt Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Constantine, d. 337 (Greek)

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Hegemonius, fl. early 
4th cent. (Greek)

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Location
Unknown

Antony, c. 251-355 
(Coptic /Greek)

Peter of Alexandria, d. c. 311 
(Greek)

Arius (Alexandria), fl. c. 320 
(Greek)

Alexander of Alexandria, 
fl. 312-328 (Greek)

Pachomius, c. 292-347 
(Coptic/Greek?)

Theodore of Tabennesi, 
d. 368 (Coptic/Greek)

Athanasius of Alexandria, 
c. 295-373; fl. 325-373 
(Greek)

Abba Pior, d. 373 
(Coptic/Greek)

Horsiesi, c. 305-390 
(Coptic/Greek)

Macarius of Egypt, c. 300-
c. 390 (Greek)

Abba John, date unknown 
(Coptic/Greek)

Didymus (the Blind) of 
Alexandria, 313-398 
(Greek)

Tyconius, c. 330-390 (Latin)

Joseph of Thebes, 4th cent. 
(Coptic/Greek)

Ammonas, 4th cent. 
(Syriac)

Abba Moses, c. 332-407 
(Coptic/Greek)

Theophilus of Alexandria, 
d. 412 (Greek)

Theodore of Heraclea (Thrace), 
fl. c. 330-355 (Greek)

Marcellus of Ancyra, d. c. 375 
(Greek)

Epiphanius of Salamis (Cyprus), 
c. 315-403 (Greek)

Basil (the Great) of Caesarea, 
b. c. 330;  fl. 357-379 (Greek)

Macrina the Younger, 
c.  327-379 (Greek)

Apollinaris of Laodicea, 
310-c. 392 (Greek)

Gregory of Nazianzus, 
b. 329/330; fl. 372-389 (Greek)

Gregory of Nyssa, 
c. 335-394 (Greek)

Amphilochius of Iconium, c. 340/
345- c. 398/404 (Greek)

Evagrius of Pontus, 
345-399 (Greek)

Eunomius of Cyzicus, fl. 360-394 
(Greek)

Pseudo-Macarius (Mesopota-
mia?), late 4th cent. (Greek)

Nicetas of Remesiana, d. c. 414 
(Latin)

Socrates (Scholasticus), 
c. 380-450 (Greek)

Theodotus of Ancyra, d. before 
446 (Greek)

Eustathius of Antioch, fl. 325 
(Greek)

Eusebius of Emesa, 
c. 300-c. 359 (Greek)

Ephrem the Syrian, 
c. 306-373 (Syriac)

Julian the Arian, c.  4th cent.
(Greek)

First Creed of the Council of 
Antioch, 341 (Greek)

Nemesius of Emesa (Syria), fl. 
late 4th cent. (Greek)

Diodore of Tarsus, d. c. 394 
(Greek)

John Chrysostom (Constanti-
nople), 344/354-407 
(Greek)

Apostolic Constitutions, c. 375-
400 (Greek)

Didascalia, 4th cent. (Syriac)

Theodore of Mopsuestia, c. 
350-428 (Greek)

Acacius of Beroea, c. 340-c. 
436 (Greek)

Asterius the Homilist 
(Antioch), late 4th- early 
5th (Greek)

Book of Steps, c. 400 (Syriac)

Severian of Gabala, fl. c. 400 
(Greek)

Aphrahat (Persia) c. 
270-350; fl. 337-345 
(Syriac)

Jacob of Nisibis, fl. 
308-325 (Syriac)

Eusebius of Caesarea 
(Palestine), c. 260/
263-340 (Greek)

Acacius of Caesarea 
(Palestine), d. c. 365 
(Greek)

Cyril of Jerusalem, 
c. 315-386 (Greek)

John (II) of Jerusalem,
late 4th-early 5th 
cent. (Greek)

Diodore of Tarsus, 
d. c.  394 (Greek)

Jerome (Rome, 
Antioch, Bethle-
hem), c. 347-420 
(Latin)

Commodian, c. 3rd or 
5th cent. (Latin)

Maximinus, b. c. 360-
365 (Latin)

Palladius of Helenopolis 
(Egypt), c. 365-425 
(Greek)

Cyril of Alexandria, 
375-444 (Greek)

Isidore of Pelusium, d. c. 440 
(Greek)

Hyperichius, c. 5th cent. 
(Coptic/Greek)

Proclus of Constantinople, 
c. 390-446 (Greek)

Nestorius (Constantinople), c. 
381-c. 451 (Greek)

Basil of Seleucia, fl. 440-468 
(Greek)

Diadochus of Photice (Mace-
donia), 400-474 (Greek)

Nilus of Ancyra, d. c. 430 
(Greek)

John of Antioch, d. 441/2 
(Greek)

Eznik of Kolb, fl. 430-
450 (Armenian)

Philip the Priest 
(d. 455/56)

Hesychius of Jerusa-
lem, fl. 412-450 
(Greek)

Euthymius (Pales-
tine), 377-473 
(Greek)
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Timeline of Writers of the Patristic Period

Location British
Isles

Gaul

Eusebius of Gaul, 5th cent. 
(Latin)

Spain, Portugal Rome* and Italy Carthage and Northern 
Africa

Victor of Cartenna, 5th cent. 
(Latin)

 5th century   (cont.)

Prosper of Aquitaine, c. 390-
c. 463 (Latin)

Salvian the Presbyter of 
Marseilles, c. 400-c. 480 
(Latin)

Gennadius of Marseilles, d. 
after 496 (Latin)

Julian Pomerius, late 5th-early 
6th cent. (Latin)

Leo the Great (Rome), regn. 440-
461 (Latin)

Arnobius the Younger (Rome),
fl. c. 450 (Latin)

Ennodius (Arles, Milan, Pavia)
c. 473-521 (Latin)

Epiphanius the Latin, late 5th-early 
6th cent. (Latin)

Victor of Vita, fl. 480/481-484 
(Latin)

Vigilius of Thapsus, fl. c. 484 
(Latin)

 6th century

Gildas, 6th cent. 
(Latin)

Caesarius of Arles, c. 470-543 
(Latin)

Gregory of Tours, c. 538-594 
(Latin)

Flavian of Chalon-sur-Sao=ne, 
fl. 580-600 (Latin)

Paschasius of Dumium 
(Portugal), c. 515-c. 580 
(Latin)

Apringius of Beja, mid-6th 
cent. (Latin)

Leander of Seville, c. 545-
c. 600 (Latin)

Martin of Braga, fl. 568-
579 (Latin)

Isidore of Seville, c. 560-
636 (Latin)

Braulio of Saragossa, 
c. 585-651 (Latin)

Ildefonsus of Toledo, mid 
7th cent. (Latin)

Eugippius, c. 460- c. 533 (Latin)

Benedict of Nursia, c. 480-547 
(Latin)

Cassiodorus (Calabria), c. 485-
c. 540 (Latin)

Arator, c. 490-550 (Latin)

Gregory of Agrigentium, d. 592
(Greek)

Gregory the Great (Rome), c. 540-
604 (Latin)

Paterius, 6th/7th cent. (Latin)

Fulgentius of Ruspe, 
c. 467-532 (Latin)

Fastidiosus, late 5th-early 6th 
cent. (Latin)

Verecundus, d. 552 (Latin)

Primasius, fl. 550-560 (Latin)

Facundus of Hermiane, 
fl. 546-568 (Latin)

 

Adamnan, c. 624-
704 (Latin)

Venantius Fortunatus (Gaul, 
Italy), c. 530-c. 610 (Latin) Fructuosus of Braga, d. c. 

665 (Latin)

Bede the 
Venerable, 
c. 672/673-735 
(Latin)

Riddles in the 
Apocalypse, 
 8th cent. (Latin)

Rabanus Maurus (Frankish),
c. 780-856 (Latin)

Walafridius Strabo (Frankish), 
808-849 (Latin)

Dhuoda, 9th cent. (Latin)

P
eriod

7th century
8th-12th century

*One of the five ancient patriarchates
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Alexandria* and 
Egypt

Syncletica, 5th cent. 
(Coptic/Greek)

Constantinople* and Asia 
Minor, Greece

Callinicus, mid 5th cent. 
(Greek)

Antioch* and Syria Mesopotamia, 
Persia

Jerusalem* and 
Palestine

Location Unknown

Poemen, 5th cent. 
(Greek)

Besa the Copt, 5th cent.
(Sahidic)

Shenoute, c. 350-466 
(Coptic)

Ammonius of Alexan-
dria, late 5th-early 6th 
cent. (Greek)

Gennadius of Constanti-
nople, d. 471 (Greek)

Theodoret of Cyr, c. 393-
466 (Greek)

Pseudo-Victor of Antioch, 
5th cent. (Greek)

John of Apamea, 5th cent. 
(Syriac)

Gerontius of Petra c. 395-
c. 480 (Syriac)

Barsanuphius and John, 
5th/6th cent. (Greek)

Olympiodorus, early
6th cent. (Greek)

Andrew of Caesarea
(Cappadocia), early 6th 
cent. (Greek)

Oecumenius (Isauria), 
6th cent. (Greek)

Romanus Melodus, fl. c.
536-556 (Greek)

Philoxenus of Mabbug 
(Syria), c. 440-523 
(Syriac)

Severus of Antioch, 
c. 465-538 (Greek)

Mark the Hermit 
(Tarsus), c. 6th cent. 
(4th cent.?) (Greek)

Jacob of Sarug, c. 450- 
520 (Syriac)

Babai, early 6th cent. 
(Syriac)

Procopius of Gaza (Pales-
tine), c. 465-530 (Greek)

Dorotheus of Gaza, 
fl. 525-540 (Greek)

Cyril of Scythopolis, 
b. c. 525; d. after 557 
(Greek)

Pseudo-
Dionysius the 
Areopagite, 
fl. c.  500 (Greek)

Anastasius of Sinai 
(Egypt, Syria), d. c. 
700 (Greek)

Stephen of Hnes, 7th 
cent. (Coptic)

Justinian the Emperor, 482-
565 (Greek)

Maximus the Confessor 
(Constantinople), 
c. 580-662 (Greek)

Germanus of Constanti-
nople, c. 640-c. 733 
(Greek)

Andrew of Crete, c. 660-740
(Greek)

John of Carpathus, 7th-8th 
cent. (Greek)

Tarasius of Constantinople, 
d. 806 (Greek)

Theophanes (Nicaea),
775-845 (Greek)

Cassia (Constantinople),
c. 805-c. 848/867
(Greek)

Photius (Constantinople), c. 
820-891 (Greek)

Arethas of Caesarea (Con-
stantinople/Caesarea), c. 
860-940 (Greek)

Gregory of Narek, 950-1003 
(Armenian)

Symeon the New Theolo-
gian (Constantinople), 
949-1022 (Greek)

Theophylact of Ohrid (Bul-
garia), 1050-1126 (Greek)

Anastasius I of Antioch, d. 
598/599 (Latin)

Sahdona/Martyrius, fl. 
635-640 (Syriac)

John of Damascus ( John 
the Monk), c. 650-750 
(Greek)

Theodore bar Koni, d. 845 
(Syriac)

Abraham of Nathpar, fl. 
6th-7th cent. (Syriac)

Babai the Great, c. 550-
628 (Syriac)

Isaac of Nineveh, d. c. 700 
(Syriac)

John the Elder of Qardu 
(north Iraq), 8th cent. 
(Syriac)

Isho‘dad of Merv, d. after 
852 (Syriac)

Sophronius of Jerusalem,
c. 550-638 (Greek)

Cosmas Melodus, c. 675-
751 (Greek)

(Pseudo-) Constantius, 
before 7th cent.? 
(Greek)

Andreas, c. 7th cent. 
(Greek)
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209, 236-37

John Chrysostom, xxix, xxxi, 
5, 7-9, 13, 16, 21, 24, 26-
27, 32-33, 36-37, 40, 48-
51, 54, 66-67, 79-83, 85, 
93, 96, 101-2, 110-12, 
114-15, 117, 119-20, 125-
26, 141-43, 145, 154, 159, 
165, 168-69, 171, 190, 
199, 204, 209-10, 217, 
220, 225-26

John of Damascus, 65, 92, 95, 
162, 194, 197, 218, 232

Justin Martyr, 74-75, 146-47, 

159, 195, 207-8, 237-38
Lactantius, 64, 98
Leo the Great, 241-42
Methodius, 126, 148, 180
Minucius Felix of Rome, 116
Novatian of Rome, 26, 34, 44, 

238
Origen of Alexandria, xxiii-

xxiv, xxxi, xxxiv, 2, 4, 9, 
12-14, 18, 23-24, 39, 44, 
47-48, 51-52, 57, 60, 63, 
63 n. 3, 74, 76, 85-86, 88-
89, 94-95, 110-12, 127-28, 
133, 146-47, 160, 164, 
172-76, 180, 189-90, 193-
94, 196, 199, 202, 207, 
209

Palladius, 32
Paulinus of Nola, 170
Peter Chrysologus, 27, 58, 64, 

69-70, 73-74, 82, 116, 
228-30

Polycarp of Smyrna, xxii-xxiii, 
142, 142 n. 17

Prudentius, xxxiii, 61-62, 64, 
67-68, 71, 77, 85-87, 89-
90, 99, 186, 206-7, 218, 
230, 243

Pseudo-Dionysius the 
Aeropagite, 113, 134

Pseudo-Victor of Antioch, 
xxxi, xxxiii

Salvian the Presbyter, 125, 
138

Second Letter of Clement, 30, 46, 
107, 165

Shepherd of Hermas, 50, 120
Tertullian of Carthage, 3-5, 

12-13, 18-19, 33, 55-56, 
59-60, 65-66, 79, 93-94, 
96, 106, 108, 118, 120, 
127-28, 136, 156, 159-62, 
178, 180, 185, 192, 196, 
202-3, 217 n. 5, 219, 238, 
242

Theodoret of Cyr, xxxiv, 73, 
85, 138-39

Victorinus of Petovium, 177
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Abigail, 81
Abraham

and Abram, 39-40
and Christ, 34
and faith, 53, 203
house of, 103
promise to, 4

action
of blasphemy, 45
and health, 27
from necessity, 96
right, 165, 188, 239
and speech, 37
voluntary, 159

Adam
and Eve, 152
God’s image, 72
monogamous, 127-28
nature of, 200, 222
set free, 14, 234
and speech, 98
and world, 179

adoption, 11, 11 nn. 6, 8, 13, 
114

adultery, 107, 129, 134-35
adversary, 43, 67, 72, 176
alabaster, 188-89
alms, 168-69, 190
Andrew, 103
angels

in Apocalypse, 42
ate, 34

Christ above, 241
created, 234
destroying, 226
Devil’s, 214
good, 133
at Jesus’ tomb, 230-32, 

231 n. 36
John the Baptist as, 3
knowledge, 143 n. 30, 183
and marriage, 161-62
as messengers, 120
and Pharisees, 92
and power, 178
vision of, 230
and Word of God, 21

anger, 13, 36, 204
anointing

at Bethany, 188-90
and empty tomb, 229
Holy Spirit, 104
prerequisites, 77

antichrist, 172, 172 n. 6, 175-
76

Apocalypse of John, 42
apostasy, 43-44
apostle, apostles

and Christ’s return, 187
and church, 58, 196, 238-

40
conscience of, 193
and covenant, 115 n. 4
Eucharist and, 195
as examples, 53, 135
faith of, 117
fled, 209-10
gifts and signs, 239-40
and Gospels, 195
home of, 103
James as, 224
Matthew as, 28, 40
suffered, 228
three, 72
as witnesses, 238

apostolic, 72 n. 48, 77, 238
Arabia, 48, 63
Arian, 164
ark, 13

art, 26, 110-11, 179
ascension

Christ’s, 32, 107, 178, 
231, 237, 241-42

of saints, 230, 243
spiritual, 111

ascetic, 92
atonement, 115 n. 3, 196
Babylonia, 66, 214, 232
baptism, 2-15

and anointing, 77, 189
by Christ, 8-12
Holy Spirit, 45, 104
infants, 130
of Jesus, 11-15
John’s, 2-12, 156
Mosaic, 5, 9
and passion, 192 n. 3
of repentance, 4-5, 8-9
and resurrection, 232
types of, 5, 12
without, 121

Barabbas, 213-14
Bartimaeus, 145
belief

Abraham’s, 103
and demons, 21-23, 38
and doubt, 117, 154, 232
and Eucharist, 195
in gospel of Christ, 195
power of, 69, 71-72, 116-

17, 154, 159
and prayer, 117, 154
and reason, 108 n. 26
in resurrection, 232-33
and salvation, 95, 239
and signs, 239-40
and sin, 95, 95 n. 3, 130
of thief, 219
and understanding, 156

believers, 85, 128, 146, 188, 
237, 240

Bethsaida, 103
birds, 12-13, 48, 50, 57, 77
bishops, 133
blasphemy, 44-45, 45 n. 33, 

182

blessed, 21, 46, 148, 174
blessings, 32, 85, 232
blind, healing of, 103, 145
blood

baptism by, 5
Christ’s, for sin, 42, 160, 

191, 195-97, 215, 224-
26

John the Baptist’s, 81-83
of martyrs, 5, 229
woman with flow of, 69-

70
Boane4rges, 141
boat, 19, 61-62, 89-90
body

of Christ. See Jesus Christ, 
body of

church as, 2, 96, 122, 186
as cross, 106
and demons, 64, 66, 116
and grace, 87 n. 46
healing of, 26-27, 70, 97
indulgence of, 54
resurrected, 48 n. 9, 142, 

162, 178
and Satan, 41
and soul, 164, 167, 173
and spirit, 79, 164, 197

bread
blessing of, 86, 237
Eucharistic, 195-97
of life, 84-87, 197, 237
multiplied, 86

bride, 32, 58, 128-29, 189
bridegroom, 11, 15, 31-32, 

128-29, 182
brother, 46, 79, 139, 173, 224
burial, 48, 190, 226-27, 241
Caesar, 159-60
call

to accountability, 193
of disciples, 17-19, 29
to faithful, 233
of God, 4, 46, 54, 202-3
to sinners, 4-5, 29-30

captives, 43, 72, 80, 143, 230
captivity, 66, 160, 175, 214
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catechumens, 67, 67 n. 48
charity, 21, 36, 38, 38 n. 5, 

107, 128 n. 9, 169, 189
chastity, 44, 72 n. 48, 188
cherubim, 172
child, children

come to Jesus, 130
of darkness, 111
epileptic, 116-17
honor parents, 93
of Jairus, 71-73
of light, 111
as pattern, 120
in the resurrection, 162
treasures for, 138

chosen, 16, 40, 65, 72
Christ. See Jesus Christ
Christian

discipline, 6-7
Holy Spirit and, 104
life, 83, 170
modesty, 55
name, 104,121
profession of, 242
religion, 18
requirements of, 106, 108, 

135, 186
servanthood, 33

church
as bride of Christ, 32, 58, 

128-29, 189
detractors, 96, 106, 122, 

132, 153, 205
discipline, 126
Eastern, 190
and faith, 72, 117, 188
and false teachers, 205
of the Holy Sepulchre, 

172 n. 6
and Holy Spirit, 44
as Lord’s garments, 112
and Peter, 72, 210
unity, 58 n. 8, 195, 238

circumcision, 33, 147
cities, 16, 55, 84-85, 154, 238
cloth, 32, 227
cloud, 5, 113, 178, 207, 242
coin, 159-60
commission, 237-38 
compassion, 23, 36, 43, 49, 65, 

88, 96, 211, 222
conduct, 166
confession

of accusers, 207
of demons, 20-22, 38
of Herod, 82
of Peter, 21
of scribe, 166

consecration, 118, 195-97
continence, 6, 44
corban, 93
council, 130, 226
country, 74
courage, 18, 112, 226
covenants

and baptism, 2
new, 196-97
restoration, 115
two, 2, 222

creation
act of, 86
dissolution of, 173
and God, 108, 194
new, 11
restoration, 11 n. 8
and resurrection, 234

creatures, 67, 196
creed, 238
cross, 215-17

body as, 106
prefigured, 147
victorious, 218 n. 22, 233

crown, 2, 83, 141, 210, 214, 
233

crucifixion, 217-25
of Jesus Christ, 42-43, 90, 

106, 143, 147, 157, 205
to world, 19

cup, 7, 123, 142, 169, 195-201, 
203, 215, 218

Daniel, 232
darkness, 54, 111-12, 145, 

178, 191, 193, 220-22, 
229-30

daughter, 69-73, 79-81, 146, 
214, 232

David, 5, 34, 81, 148, 166-67, 
210

dawn, 229
day, days

of ascension, 237, 241
of creation, 110
Easter, 241
first, of week, 234
of judgment, 29, 178, 182-

86, 211-12. See also 

judgment, final
last, 184-86
Passover, 192
of resurrection, 161, 228, 

234 n. 4, 235
seventh, of week, 34, 176
three, 207, 226, 232

deacons, 67, 195
death

baptism as, 142-43
as crown, 83
Jairus’ daughter, 71-73
of Jesus Christ, 199-200, 

218, 223-25
of John the Baptist, 79-83
of martyrs, 18, 142, 200
obedience to, 109, 147, 

201
prophecy of, 119, 140
resurrection from, 113, 

232, 234-35
source of, 20, 143
spiritual, 31, 43
victory over, 189 n. 14, 

199, 218-19, 231-35
deeds

of blasphemy, 44
evil, 81, 106
good, 100, 143, 169, 186
mighty, 3, 155
of old nature, 8, 111, 122, 

186
defile, 9, 94, 112, 136, 214
Democritus, 27
demons, 20-22, 38-41, 63-67, 

117-22, 154, 193, 234, 
236, 239

despair, 89, 107, 137, 168, 
201, 203

Devil
and belief, 38
as betrayer, 194
confession of, 21-22, 38
as conquered, 42-43, 122, 

205, 214, 233, 243
created, 133
envy of, 20
kingdom of, 173
and possession, 116
and power, 67, 118, 234
as tempter, 16, 21, 67, 81
See also Satan

die, 42, 125, 190, 222, 226-27, 

232, 234-35
diet, 6
Diogenes, 32
disciples, 18-19, 29-30, 39-40, 

59 n. 13, 192-93
discipleship, 106-7, 120
discipline, 6, 58, 131, 138
disease, 27, 138
disobedience, 176
dispensation, 2, 49, 201
divine

economy, 12, 183
essence, 14, 185
gifts, 107, 239
goodness, 134
grace, 30
and human, 97, 104, 189, 

222
judgment, 159
law, 92
liturgy, 34
love, 54
messenger, 3
nature, 139, 182, 207
power, 18, 39, 76, 151
will, 95
Word, 13, 44

divinity of Christ. See Jesus 
Christ, divinity of

divorce, 129
doctrine, 17 n. 1, 54, 58, 72, 

80, 172, 176, 238
Donatists, 9, 58 n. 5
dove, 11-14, 59
dying, 142, 223
ears, 56, 97-99
Easter, 241
Ebionites, 94
ecumenic, 238
Egypt, 48, 95, 226
Egyptian, 112, 135
elect, 175-77, 179, 186, 243
Elijah, 3, 7-8, 112-15, 135
emperor, 159
enemy, 53, 58, 137, 176, 193
energumens, 67
Enoch, 8
envy, 20, 176, 209
Ephesians, 164
epiphany, 15
equal, 26, 50, 79, 125, 128, 

148, 169
error, 4, 42, 44, 122, 126, 176
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eschatology, 174 n. 7
eternal

life, 98, 107, 134, 142, 
162, 185, 195, 218, 231, 
232

punishment, 122, 125-26, 
185

Eucharist, 77, 195, 197 n. 17
Evangelists, 15, 24, 36, 63, 87, 

152, 210, 213, 221, 229
Eve, 16, 22, 152, 234
evil

deeds, 81-82, 120, 214
God and, 75
and sabbath, 35 
speaking, 93
spirits, 64, 117
state of, 75, 125
temptation to, 29, 176
and willing, 54, 65, 94, 

136, 193-94
from within, 94
See also iniquity; sin; wick-

edness
exhortation, 98, 139, 174, 203, 

240
exile, 74
exodus, 39, 134 n. 40
exorcism, 67, 240
faith

analogy of, 112 n. 24
in Christ, 46, 58, 60, 242-

43
community of, 131
confident, 185 n. 29
Holy Spirit and, 44, 45 n. 

32, 98
and love, 21-22, 38
perseverance in, 174, 185, 

202
power of, 38 n. 2, 72, 76, 

149, 243
and prayer, 117
renewed by, 32
rule of, 238, 238 n. 27, 

240
of Syrophoenician 

woman, 96-97
testing of, 65-66, 66 n. 36, 

200, 203
weak in, 116-17
widow’s, 169
and works, 53, 55, 150

faithlessness, 118, 176
Fall

Edenic, 179
from faith, 16, 44, 52-53, 

125, 172, 177, 193, 203, 
211

false
Christians, 16
Christs, 176
doctrines, 175
happiness, 106
premise, 132 n. 13
teachers, 205
witness, 72, 134-35, 207

falsehood, 22, 142, 176, 183
family, 93, 139. See also God, 

family of
fasting, 8, 16, 31-32, 92, 118
father

Abraham, of believers, 
103

disciples leave, 18-19
as hindrance, 139
honor, 93
See also Father, God the

Father, God the
compassion of, 43
do will of, 46
glory of, 109
goodness of, 132-33 
knows future, 182-85
right hand of, 242-43
and Son, 12, 15, 20-21, 

24, 26, 44, 61, 75, 109, 
133, 148, 157, 201, 214, 
240

voice of, 3, 11, 14-15
feasts, 86-87, 129, 167
feed, 71, 77, 85, 155, 165
fell, 50, 70, 112, 116, 199
festival, 226, 229
fire, 9, 15, 44, 125-26, 154, 

243
fish, 18, 85, 87
flesh

eyes of, 124
resurrection of, 73, 241
weak, 203
Word made, 46, 108, 150, 

195, 206, 226, 227 n. 20
See also Jesus Christ

flood, 61-62, 90
food, 3, 32, 34, 72-73, 85-86, 

93, 162, 195, 215, 222
forgiveness, 5, 16, 26-27, 44-

45, 52, 155
fornication, 72, 129
free will, 30, 49, 53, 65, 75, 94 

n. 33, 96, 118, 130, 133 n. 
33, 136, 151, 193, 202, 
239

freedom, 43, 143, 147, 193, 
202 n. 1

friends, 40, 67, 101, 107, 135, 
151, 194, 209

fruits, 50, 56, 58-59, 149-52, 
154, 175, 180, 196, 225

future, 4-5, 102, 125, 157, 
181-82, 185, 194

Galilee, 225
gall, 12, 207, 214-15, 217-18, 

222. See also vinegar
garden, 58, 234
Gentiles, 74, 95, 97, 140, 176
Gerasenes, 63, 67
gift, gifts

of following, 29
of God, 7, 26, 43, 49-50, 

153, 107-8, 169
to God, 126
of healing, 76, 239-40
of Holy Spirit, 13, 98, 

239-40
through church, 58-59
widow’s, 168-69

glory, 28, 109, 112 n. 24, 138, 
150, 179, 208, 219, 230

Gnostic, 184
God

calls, 4
created, 67, 69, 108, 129, 

133, 234
family of, 11 nn. 6, 8, 13 

nn. 23, 24
forgiveness by, 26-28
gifts of, 43, 50, 53, 107, 

154
glory of, 28, 109 n. 38, 126
goodness of, 40, 56, 65, 

123, 132-34, 194
grace of, 33, 117, 241
Holy One of, 20-22, 38, 

64
image and likeness of, 53, 

64 n. 5, 72, 157, 164
incarnate, 16, 85

kingdom. See kingdom of 
God

lamb of, 8
love of, 73, 123, 128, 138, 

164-66
mercy of, 43, 121, 179
name of, 21, 39
nature of, 132, 138-39
One, 3, 14 n. 38, 159, 163-

64, 241
people of, 25
power of, 42, 44, 61, 65, 

76, 90, 136, 143, 147, 
161-62, 178, 200

and sin, 11, 26, 34, 81
Son of, 20-22, 38, 44, 64, 

67, 104, 108, 113-15, 
128, 148, 160, 207

Spirit of, 54
and time, 14, 181 n. 10
as triune. See Trinity
will of, 37, 61, 65, 75, 95, 

201. See also will, of God
Word of, 21, 46, 95, 108, 

128, 172, 195, 215
words of, 18, 31, 98, 180
work of, 67, 107, 124, 

176, 194 n. 13
See also Father, God the; 

Holy Spirit; Jesus 
Christ

gold, 145, 168, 223, 232
Golgotha, 214, 227
good

nature of, 65, 132-36, 194
works, 25 n. 21, 33, 35-36, 

53, 55-56, 100, 107, 
118, 143, 150, 155, 169, 
186

gospel, 2, 8, 10, 39, 103, 135, 
174, 228, 236-37, 239, 
241

grace
and baptism, 15, 130, 164
cleansing, 8-9, 67 n. 52, 

246
conditions of, 13, 33, 134 

n. 33
cooperating, 135, 202
divine, 3, 17
and faith, 53 n. 13, 116
of gospel, 103
Holy Spirit and, 30, 86, 
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104, 113, 169, 233
power of, 10, 33, 76, 233, 

240
and repentance, 8
and sacraments, 98
sanctifying, 233
and senses, 87 n. 46
work of, 18 n. 5

Greece, 210
Greek, 18, 53, 63, 104, 179, 

236
hades, 227, 241. See also hell
hand, hands

of Christ, 14, 23-25, 69, 
76, 103, 118, 237

of disciples, 239-40
in glory, 178
of God, 69, 241-43
and poor, 37
right, 12, 37, 82, 167, 178, 

218, 231, 241-43
and temple, 206
withered, 35-57

healing, 14, 20-38, 52, 69-76, 
97-99, 116-18, 215, 239-
40

heaven
angels in, 42, 183
ascension to. See ascen-

sion
baptism and, 156
and church, 112 n. 28
creator of, 72, 167
description of, 146, 232, 

242 n. 24
Holy Spirit and, 11-13, 

234
kingdom of, 57-58, 135, 

146, 165
opened, 11-12, 15, 234
pass away, 180-81, 201
sign from, 101
Son of Man from, 207-8, 

232
treasure and, 136, 168, 

170
See also paradise

Hebrew, 28, 98, 104, 148
hell, 125, 218, 230, 232. See 

also hades
heretics, 34 n. 2, 44, 112, 123, 

132 n. 13, 176, 182, 200, 
240

Herod, 79-83, 212
Herodias, 79, 83
history, 3, 56, 223
holiness, 15, 18, 24 n. 17, 48, 

92, 138, 239
holy

church, 32, 34, 60, 177, 
240

conscience, 17
contemplation, 113
example, 19
God, 56
life, 3, 8, 18, 46, 92, 138
One of God, 5, 12, 15, 20-

22, 38, 64
people, 7, 48, 50, 80-83, 

197, 210, 229
sacraments, 197
Scripture. See Scripture

Holy Spirit
anointing, 104
baptism, 5, 9-10, 104
blasphemy against, 44
descending as dove, 11-14
and grace, 113, 169
indwelling, 4, 44 n. 13, 

118
life in, 44
name of, 26
possession, 42 n. 6, 96
and power, 44, 45 n. 32

honor
of Christ, 74, 190, 228
with lips, 92
of parents, 93, 134-35

hope, 13, 32-33, 54, 128, 148, 
162, 175, 241

hopeless, 189
hosanna, 148
hospitality, 238
human

bondage, 42-43
Jesus Christ. See Jesus 

Christ, humanity of
language, 13
life, 65, 164
nature, 14, 143, 199 n. 17, 

241
relationship, 108
strength, 42
understanding, 9, 70, 242
will. See will, human

humility, 24, 70, 85, 107, 120, 

138, 141-44, 212
husband, 16, 79, 128-29
idolatry, 42 n. 5, 65, 172, 175 

n. 16
ignorance, 4, 29, 44, 59, 93, 

119, 144, 182-86, 235
illness, 29-30, 125
images, 12-13, 58, 133, 232. 

See also God, image and 
likeness of

immortality, 42, 142, 215, 
233, 242

incarnation, 32, 85, 150, 188
iniquity, 12, 112, 116, 118. See 

also evil; sin; wickedness
Isaiah, 2, 4, 85, 92, 188
Israel, 3, 40, 96, 103, 132, 146-

48, 169
Jacob, 40, 72
Jairus, 73, 232
James

brother of Jesus, 224
son of Alphaeus, 224-25
son of Zebedee, 18-19, 

40, 72, 103, 111
jealousy, 161, 165
Jeremiah, 66
Jerusalem, 126, 146-48, 151-

52, 214, 231, 237
Jesus Christ

anointing of, 104
baptism of, 9, 11-12, 118, 

143
believing in, 5, 34, 108
blood of, 5, 195-97
body of, 5, 34-36, 58, 90, 

122, 126, 150, 190, 195-
97, 200, 203, 217, 224, 
226-31, 241-42

burial of, 226-27
and church, 32-33, 58, 

126, 128
coming of, 9, 42, 186, 208
confess, 21-22, 38, 115, 

148, 164, 207
crucified, 42, 143, 216-23, 

232
desire of, 30, 145
detractors of, 106, 176, 

193-94, 207
divinity of, 34, 70, 97, 

104, 108-11, 147, 151, 
167, 182-83, 185, 188-

89, 207, 222, 241-43
as fulfillment, 112 n. 30
and gospel, 2, 135
grace of, 8, 10, 77
humanity of, 3, 10, 27, 32, 

34, 36, 46, 61, 85, 95, 
97, 104, 108, 118, 150, 
182-85, 199-203, 222-
23, 242-43

identity of, 156, 172, 196, 
201

ministry of, 4
name of, 36, 104, 122, 139
passion of, 82, 103, 113-

15, 119, 147, 192-95, 
231, 235

as pattern, 28, 106-7, 120, 
136, 141, 155, 165, 195, 
218, 225, 232-33

power of, 58, 61, 67, 85, 
90, 97, 145, 147

presence of, 61, 74, 241-
42

redeemer, 32, 224, 230-
31, 242

resurrection of, 45, 107, 
161, 224, 228-35

return of, 32, 178, 186-87, 
211

teaching of, 94, 136, 147, 
150, 170

and temptation. See temp-
tation, of Jesus Christ

will. See will, of Jesus
word of, 18, 196-97
See also God; Lord; Mes-

siah; only begotten; 
Savior; Son, of David; 
Son, of God; Son, of 
Man; Word

Jews, 5, 97, 103, 140, 147, 172, 
205, 219, 226

Job, 66
John

Apocalypse of, 42
the Baptist, 2-15, 32-33, 

79-83, 115, 156
disciple, 18-19, 39-40, 72, 

103, 111, 141
Gospel of, 4, 24, 152, 224

Jordan River, 7, 11, 13-15
Joseph

of Arimathea, 226-27
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patriarch, 32
son of, 14, 75

Josephus, 79
Joshua, 3
joy, 15, 17, 99, 114, 170, 188, 

241
Jubilee, 86
Judas, 39, 189-94, 204-5, 223
Judea, 66, 141, 190, 238
judgment

day of, 29, 144, 178, 184-
85

final, 113, 178, 182, 219-
20

See also day, last
just, 3, 43, 66, 211, 215
justification, 53, 132, 164
king

of glory, 219, 230
Herod, 81-83, 212
of Jews, 219
messianic, 219, 231, 231 

n. 36, 243
kingdom of God, 23, 50, 57-

58, 58 n. 8, 120, 138, 166
knowledge, 2, 21, 29, 93, 156, 

183-84, 194-96
lamb, 8, 188, 205, 207, 211-12
lame, 37
land, 50, 53, 134 n. 40, 221
language, 18, 98, 104, 128, 

148, 242 n. 24
Latin, 28, 98, 104, 148
law

fulfilled, 112 n. 30, 132, 
166, 228

and gospel, 2, 8, 10, 33, 
56, 67 n. 54, 103

of monogamy, 127
Mosaic, 25, 35, 72, 87, 92, 

127, 150, 167, 171 n. 23
Lazarus, 64, 71-73, 149, 232
legal, 156
leprosy, 24-25, 71, 151
Levi, 28-29, 40
Leviathan, 53
life

bread of, 84-85, 197
eternal, 98, 107, 134, 142, 

161, 231-32
future, 125-26
holy, 2, 8, 13, 92, 170, 239
in Holy Spirit, 44, 44 n. 

13
loses, 107
as ransom, 143
spiritual, 33

light, 45, 55, 145, 177-78, 221-
22

lion, 232
liturgy, 34, 98
Lord

anointing of, 188-89
body of, 229-31, 242
coming of, 186
of David, 34, 163, 166-67
day of the 34, 234
is one, 164
passion of, 192
risen, 237 n. 13, 241-42
of sabbath, 34
way of the, 2-4
See also Jesus Christ

lose, 107, 121, 123
love

confession of, 21-22
and demons, 21-22. 38
divine, 54, 108, 123, 128, 

205, 224
and faith, 21-22, 33, 38, 

148
of God, 108, 124, 128, 

139, 164-66, 241
of neighbor, 134-35, 165-

66
of self, 106, 108
of sin, 125 n. 9
spiritual, 32
of world, 107-8

Luke, 23, 40, 110, 157, 188, 
221, 229

Luther, Martin, 17 n. 1
magic, 72
Malachi, 3-4
man, men

defiled by, 94
Son of. See Son, of Man
Son of God as, 13-14, 85, 

104, 184, 222, 224, 242. 
See also Jesus Christ, 
humanity of

strong, 42-43
and woman, 128-29

manna, 234
Marcion, 2 n. 5, 3 n. 14, 196
marriage, 32, 79, 128-29, 161-

62
Martha, 71
martyrdom, 5, 58, 72, 81, 142, 

190, 200, 214, 242
Mary

Magdalene, 224, 234
mother of James, 224
mother of Jesus, 12, 46, 

166-67
mother of Joses, 224

Matthew
calling of, 18-19, 28-29
Gospel of, 76, 100, 111, 

129, 149, 157, 221, 224, 
229-30

name of, 28, 41
medicine, 17, 20, 29, 90
memory, 14, 24, 40, 151, 190, 

238
mercy, 30, 43, 67, 96, 121, 

130, 166, 179, 205, 211
messenger, 3-4, 120
Messiah, 9, 25, 104
messianic, 12 n. 16
metaphor, 39 n. 8, 53 n. 19, 58 

n. 5, 75, 110 n. 1, 212
mind, 2, 13, 16, 35, 52, 54 70, 

145, 164, 200-201
ministry, 4, 9, 26, 125
miracle, 60, 100-101, 119, 150, 

224, 239
mission, 17
mockery, 138, 157, 207, 214-

15
moderation, 7, 32, 138
modesty, 55, 70, 80, 103, 138
money, 77, 107, 159-60, 164-

65, 168-69, 171, 189, 191, 
204. See also wealth

monks, 7
moon, 101, 177
moral, 44, 75, 96
mortal, 42, 106, 112, 206, 230
Moses

baptism of, 5, 9
greatness of, 8
Law of, 25, 72, 92, 128, 

171
at transfiguration, 112-14

mother
honor for, 93, 134
of James, 224-25
of Jesus, 46, 167, 224. See 

also Mary; virgin
of John the Baptist, 6
leave, 128

Mount of Olives, 148, 205
mountain, 76, 110-15
mourn, 32, 72, 224, 226. See 

also weeping
mouth, 22, 46, 92, 94-95, 98, 

207-8, 212
murder, 82
music, 72
mysteries, 52, 59, 141, 184, 

231, 233, 240-41
mystery

hidden, 52, 59, 141
of immortality, 233
of Incarnation, 32, 105, 

149-50, 166, 188, 196, 
201

of opening, 98
of sacrament, 196
of sanctification, 12
of Trinity, 72

mystical, 32, 47, 87, 110 n. 1, 
128, 229

Nabal, 81
names, 28, 39-40, 63, 104, 

121, 139, 224-25, 239
nature

forces of, 90 n. 12
of God, 14, 17, 45, 114, 

132, 136, 166, 185
good, 25
human, 27, 32, 53, 79, 

134, 197, 199-200, 202, 
241

old, 8
and resurrection, 48 n. 9
sinful, 222

Nazarene, 74
Nazareth, 74-75, 232
Nazarite, 3, 3 n. 20
Nebuchadneser, 66
neighbors, 3, 134-35, 165-66
night, 24, 48, 111, 191, 197, 

226, 229
Noah, 12-13
oath, 80-82, 209
obey, 61, 64, 93, 151
oblation, 126, 128
offering, 25, 92, 166, 171, 196
oil, 77, 104, 229
ointment, 188-90
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Old Testament, 2, 7
only begotten, 12, 14, 108, 

132, 182, 185, 201
original sin. See sin, original
pagans, 106
parables, 47-59, 150
Paraclete, 56. See also Holy 

Spirit
paradise, 7, 16, 66, 143, 218. 

See also heaven
paralytic, 27, 86, 99
parents, 18-19, 73, 130 n. 1, 

218
paschal, 188, 226
passion. See Jesus Christ, pas-

sion of
passions, 29, 36, 81, 85
Passover, 152, 188, 192, 194, 

197
patience, 60, 73, 193, 208, 

211, 215-16
patriarchs, 32, 40, 58
Paul, 3 n. 20, 19, 21, 39, 50, 

108, 180, 224
peace, 13, 96, 122-23, 126, 139
penance, 17
Pentecost, 86
perfect

creation, 110
faith, 188
happiness, 174
holiness, 15
love, 164 n. 5, 205
man, 185
preparation for, 4-5
righteousness, 154
soul, 189

perfection
to attain, 77
of baptism, 5, 10
of love, 164, 189, 205

persecution, 18, 26, 39, 53, 58, 
106, 108, 175, 177, 211

Peter
and church, 72
confession of, 21, 38, 104
denial of Christ, 198-99, 

209-10
name of, 39, 141
rebuked, 119
at transfiguration, 111-14

Pharaoh, 95, 226
Pharisees, 36, 92-93, 95, 102, 

167
Philip, 39, 80, 82
philosophy, 53
phoenix, 48, 48 n. 7
physical, 13, 74, 150
Pilate, 140, 191, 208, 212-13, 

218-19, 221, 227
poison, 222, 240
Plato, 32
Polycarp, 142
poor

always present, 189-90
care for the, 37, 77, 93, 

135-36, 165, 237
and faith, 72
and rich, 169
and salvation, 135-36
widow’s gift, 169-71

possessions, 93, 108, 136, 169-
70, 175 n. 16. See also 
riches; wealth

poverty. See poor
power

anointing, 104
of baptism, 9
demonic, 21, 41-43, 65-

67, 193
divine, 18, 26, 39, 44, 52, 

61-62, 76, 90, 97, 118, 
143, 151, 161, 178, 200, 
212, 223, 237

of faith, 72, 74-76, 149, 
243

healing, 70, 75
of Holy Spirit, 3, 44, 202-

3
of love, 164
of prayer, 154
resurrection, 147, 232

praise, 15, 104, 188 n. 11, 189 
n. 17

prayer
and baptism, 16
day of, 34
and faith, 117-18
instructed to, 7, 60, 67, 

175-76, 186, 202-3, 
218-19

Jesus and, 23-24, 64, 195, 
199-201, 203

for leaders, 159
new form of, 33
power of, 125, 154

for righteousness, 239
and temptation, 202-3

preaching
Christ crucified, 232
of disciples, 237
of Jesus Christ, 178, 227
of John the Baptist, 2-7, 

83
to whole world, 174, 237, 

239
presbyters, xxii-xxiii
pride, 30, 57, 90, 135, 138, 

176, 223
priest

chief, 191, 207, 212, 221
high, 207, 223
Jesus Christ as, 231
John the Baptist as, 6-7
and leper, 25

prince, 42, 64, 67, 159, 231 n. 
36

proclaim, 52, 57, 79, 114, 164, 
188, 223, 231, 239

prophecy
fulfilled, 33, 52, 60, 74, 

113, 146-47, 186, 189, 
207, 212, 215, 221-22, 
241

gift of, 239
and Holy Spirit, 96

prophet
and honor, 74
John the Baptist as, 2-9, 

81-82
providence, 25, 40, 238
Psalms, 84, 87, 148, 158, 199, 

220
punishment, 21-22, 65, 116, 

122, 124, 144, 185, 214
purity, 9, 24, 54-55, 66, 96, 

141-43, 166, 188
Pythagoras, 32
queen, 80
rabbis, 93
reconciliation, 11, 11 n. 8, 122
redeemer. See Jesus Christ, 

redeemer
redemption, 143, 197, 205, 

212, 224
regeneration, 5, 122
remission, 4-5, 43, 86, 130, 

197
repentance

achieved by, 29, 66
baptism of, 4-5, 9, 10 n. 

38
call for, 3-5, 60, 176
of David, 210
and grace, 8, 9 n. 34
and infants, 130
ingenuous, 82
as perfume, 23
of Peter, 210-11

respect, 96, 157, 159
resurrection

and baptism, 10, 45
of Christ, 10, 107, 147, 

228-35
day, 228, 234 n. 4
of dead, 75
final, 48, 66, 112-13, 161-

62, 224
of Lazarus, 73
and Pharisees, 92
and Sadducees, 161
validation of, 73

revelation, 8, 95, 98, 118, 123, 
183, 215, 222-23, 230, 
233

rhetoric, 111
riches, 49-50, 54, 112, 132, 

134-36, 169-70, 227. See 

also possessions; wealth
righteous, 8-9, 30, 66, 188
righteousness, 44, 53, 56, 104, 

111, 154, 175, 196, 232
river, 149, 174. See also Jordan 

River
rock, 49, 144, 220, 223-24, 

231, 243
Roman, 140, 173, 213 n. 4
root, 49, 53-54, 58, 120
sabbath, 26, 34-37, 98, 175-

76, 226-29, 234
sacraments, 13, 98, 103, 121-

23, 188, 205, 237, 242
sacrifice, 9, 142-43, 166, 176, 

203, 219, 231
sacrificial, 153, 226, 231
Sadducees, 161-62
saints, 44, 112, 178, 230, 243
Salome, 224
salvation

by Christ, 46, 85, 218, 
224

economy of, 43
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history of, 8 n. 19, 40 n. 
17

means of, 20-21
of sinners, 29, 40, 65
of spirit and flesh, 203, 

218
sanctification, 5, 12, 15, 40, 

95, 143, 234 n. 4
sanctity, 161
Sarah, 40
Satan, 41-43, 81. See also Devil
Saul, 39, 66
save, 30, 132-33, 145
saved, 65-66, 108, 136
Savior, 20, 27, 67, 148, 188, 

195, 201, 218. See also 
Jesus Christ

scourge, 21, 67, 152, 206-8, 
210, 214

scribes, 26, 92-93, 166-67
Scripture, 51, 54, 63, 100, 150, 

155-57, 161, 175, 220, 
234

sea, 17, 53, 60-62, 88-90
seal, 4, 9, 218
second coming. See Jesus 

Christ, return of
seed, 48-50, 53-54, 57-59, 76, 

87, 167, 169, 183, 233
self, 42, 106, 166
sense, senses

bodily, 87, 124-25
common, 182
literal, 15 n. 52, 103
and parables, 52
plain, 150
spiritual, 139
tempted, 42

seraphim, 169
serpents, 42, 155, 239
servant

baptism of , 12
Christ as, 36, 222
Christian, 33, 139, 165
of Lord, 113
mutual, 128

servanthood, 32-33
sexual, 92, 96, 161
shame, 81-82, 108, 145, 159, 

184, 199, 239
shepherd, 71, 211
sickness, 4, 27, 29-30, 69, 72-

73, 75-76, 86, 99, 239

silence
commanded, 25, 114
and healing, 70
and Pharisees, 102, 186, 

208, 211-12
wrongful, 164

silver, 191, 194
Simeon, 61
simile, 57. See also metaphor; 

symbol; type
Simon

Cyrene, 217
Peter, 39, 61, 89, 141. See 

also Peter
simultaneity, 181 n. 10
sin

atonement for, 34
characteristics of, 23, 91, 

93, 103, 125
Christ and, 9, 11, 143-44, 

227, 231, 235
Christ without, 12, 16, 

36, 42-43, 207
confession of, 9, 34
forgiveness for, 5, 26-27, 

44, 52, 155, 195
Herod’s, 80-81
original, 117, 130, 218, 

222
remission of, 4-5, 43, 86, 

130, 197
repent of, 5, 8, 23, 176
returning to, 95, 103, 172
and temptation, 124
See also evil; iniquity; 

wickedness
sing, 75, 100, 145, 162, 234
slave, 108, 160, 183, 206
snake, 8
social, 19
soil, 49-50, 53-54
Solomon, 206
Son

of David, 34, 148, 167
of God, 12-15, 20-22, 38, 

44, 64, 70, 104, 108, 
112-13, 128, 148, 157, 
160, 183-85, 207, 217, 
220, 239-40

of Man, 44, 104, 117, 178, 
207, 232

song, 169
soul

and body, 164, 167, 173
change in, 49, 54, 240
and faith, 32-33, 98
freedom of, 81, 135
healing of, 27, 29, 33, 57, 

103, 126, 155, 196, 240
of Jesus Christ, 34, 36, 

199, 202-3, 222
love God with, 108, 224
and luxury, 54
resistant, 29, 31, 49, 125, 

136, 204
resurrection of, 142, 185
unity of, 42, 128
value of, 66

speech, 39, 52, 98-99, 112, 
126, 180, 183, 222

stars, 177-78, 216
state, 238
Stephen, 242
suffering

of Christians, 106, 108, 
142, 211, 228

eternal, 126
healing of, 14, 29, 151
of Jesus Christ, 65, 108, 

157, 191, 197-201, 216
of martyrs, 142
woman healed of, 69-71

sun, 111-13, 177, 219, 220-21, 
234

sunrise, 229
swine, 63, 65-67
symbol, 47, 75, 86, 103, 112, 

147, 150-52, 215, 232-33
Symmachus, 221 n. 5
synagogue, 35, 69, 71-74, 50
taxes, 19, 28-29, 40, 148, 159-

60
teacher

disciples as, 17-18, 59, 
127, 209-10, 237

Holy Spirit as, 44-45, 239
Jesus Christ as, 17, 19, 46, 

74, 134, 136, 183, 188, 
201, 225

teaching
on divorce, 129
forgotten, 235
for good, 185
hidden, 52
and Holy Spirit, 45, 239
on Judas Iscariot, 204-5

of Peter, 209
true, 212

temple
believers as, 172
cleansing of, 149, 152-53
curtain rent, 223-24, 234
destruction of, 147 n. 13, 

172, 206-7
temptation

of Jesus Christ, 16, 202 n. 
1

resisting, 61, 88-89, 176, 
200-203

and senses, 41
tent, 113
theophany, 11 n. 7
thirst, 83, 149-50, 222
Thomas, 40
thorns, 49-50, 54, 214-15, 

219-20
thunder, 39-40, 86, 141, 154
tomb, 71, 142, 226-30, 242
tongues, 22, 72, 80, 82-83, 86, 

98, 219, 239-40
tradition, 2, 92-93, 103
transfiguration, 110-13
tree, 56-58, 120, 148-52, 173, 

178, 180, 212, 217-19, 
232, 234

Trinity, 11 n. 7, 14, 26, 44, 45 
n. 18, 72, 143, 164, 169. 
See also unity, of Godhead

type, 2, 8, 13, 98, 189, 230 n. 
24. See also metaphor; 
simile; symbol

unbelief, 53, 75-76, 117, 193, 
237

unfaithful, 16
unity

of church, 121-22, 129, 
238

of Godhead, 61, 132. See 

also Trinity
by Holy Spirit, 42
of human life, 164
of Scripture, 51

vain, 23, 72, 170, 207, 212
vanity, 120, 227
veil, 125, 128, 223-24, 234
vigils, 16
vine, 54, 144, 147, 154, 183, 

195-97, 217
vinegar, 210, 214-15, 217, 
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222-23. See also gall
virgin, 8, 12, 14, 16, 32, 128, 

223, 232
virtue, 46, 56, 65, 118, 165-66, 

169-70, 172
vision, 115, 145, 177, 230
voice

of God the Father, 3, 14-
15, 102, 110, 112, 119, 
141

from heaven, 11-12, 14-15
of Jesus Christ, 72, 98, 

199, 222
of maidservant, 210-11
prophetic, 3-4, 211
of Scripture, 157

war, 58, 79, 164
water

of baptism, 5, 9-11, 15, 
128, 142-43, 233

and Holy Spirit, 10, 197
living, 96, 149
walking on, 61, 85, 89-90
and wine, 92, 195, 197

weakness
of creation, 173
in faith, 117
of flesh, 42, 167, 173, 200, 

203
of Herod, 82
human, 104, 150, 199-200
of perception, 21
of Peter, 198

of souls, 32-33
and strength, 42, 90
victory over, 182

wealth, 54, 137-38, 170-71. 
See also possessions; riches

weeping, 32, 64, 73, 126, 150, 
210. See also mourn

wickedness, 36, 67, 125, 134, 
153, 193, 214, 219, 226. 
See also evil; iniquity; sin

widow, 151, 168-71
wife, 79-80, 82, 128, 161
wilderness, 2-4, 12, 16, 212, 

234
will

of God, 3, 7, 37, 46, 65, 
75, 95, 123, 238

human, 14, 28, 30, 42, 42 
n. 5, 43, 49, 75-76, 95-
96, 134 n. 33, 136, 145, 
151, 155, 169, 176, 202-
3, 237. See also free will; 
freedom

of Jesus Christ, 24-25, 61, 
95, 201, 219

of Judas, 193-94
of Satan, 21, 94

wind, 39-40, 60-62, 88-90, 
136, 179

wine, 32-33, 92, 125, 151, 
195-97, 214, 217-18

wisdom, 27, 29, 55, 87, 98, 
126, 172, 182-85, 200

woman, women
anoints with oil, 188-90
and faith, 69-71, 96-97, 

168-71
with hemorrhage, 69-71
and man, 128-29
poor, 168-71
and resurrection, 228-35
Syrophoenician, 96-97

Word
creation by, 69, 148
divine, 43, 60, 108, 182
of God, 21, 46, 53-54, 

128, 134, 172, 180, 215
living, 196
made flesh, 150, 195, 206, 

226-27
and power, 52

words
and deeds, 111, 122, 183
Jesus’ last, 222-23
of the Lord, 31, 166, 169, 

196-97
and power, 52, 148
of prophecy, 3-4, 193
sown, 47-54
visible, 13, 32, 52
will not pass away, 180, 

201
written, 132

works
Christ’s, 30, 37
of creation, 44, 110

of divine grace, 18 n. 5, 
233

and faith, 38, 53, 55, 72, 
75-76, 118

of God, 18, 37, 133
good, 33, 55, 100, 107, 

118, 133, 150, 169, 190
human, 35, 37, 239
and sabbath, 35-36, 175-

76, 229
and unbelief, 75-76

world
baptism of, 12, 142-43
cares of the, 49, 54
and church, 57-58, 196
to come, 44, 170
consummation of, 238, 

243
as creation, 110, 173
death entered, 20
preached to, 174, 179, 

189, 237-38
light of the, 55
love of, 107-8, 110, 199
sin of, 8, 12

worship, 15, 18, 21, 32, 37, 64, 
159, 232

year, 48, 151
youth, 231
Zebedee, 19, 141, 225
Zechariah, 12, 146
Zion, 146, 197
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