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Vorwort 

Mit einiger Verspätung können wir in diesem Band die Texte der zweiten 
west-östlichen europäischen Exegetenkonferenz vorlegen, welche vom 8. 
bis zum 15. September 2001 im Rila-Kloster in Bulgarien stattgefunden 
hat. Sie knüpft an die durch die Konferenz von Neamt (Rumänien) im Jahr 
1998 geschaffene Tradition an. Ebenso wie diese Vorgänger-Konferenz 
stand auch das Symposium im Rila-Kloster unter dem Patronat einerseits 
der Studiorum Novi Testamenti Societas, andererseits der Orthodoxen Bi-
blischen Gesellschaft. Die Organisation lag in den Händen der Mitarbeiter 
und Mitarbeiterinnen der Bibliotheca Biblica, welche die SNTS an der 
Orthodoxen Theologischen Fakultät der St. Kliment von Ohrid-Universität 
Sofia gegründet hat. Ihnen, allen voran den „guten Seelen" der Biblischen 
Bibliothek und des Symposiums Katja Demjanova, Anna Marinova und 
Ivaylo Naydenov, gebührt unser herzlicher Dank. 

Der Ort des Symposiums, das für die geistlichen Traditionen und die 
Geschichte der Orthodoxen Kirche Bulgariens so bedeutsame Kloster des 
Heiligen Ioan von Rila, trug wesentlich zur Vertiefung unseres Bemühens 
um ein geistlich geprägtes und zeitbezogenes Verstehen der Heiligen 
Schrift bei. In der Klosterkirche haben wir die Liturgie erlebt, in einer Ka-
pelle des Klosters täglich unsere Morgen- und Abendgebete durchgeführt, 
orthodox, katholisch oder protestantisch. Die untrennbar mit dem Gegen-
stand unseres Symposiums und unserer exegetischen Arbeit verknüpften 
gottesdienstlichen Erfahrungen bildeten ein verbindendes Element. Gera-
dezu drastisch erlebten wir dies bei einer Feier des Totengedenkens nach 
orthodoxem Ritus für die Opfer des 11. September 2001. Uns allen lag 
daran, dass die Konferenz nicht nur eine wissenschaftliche, sondern auch 
diese liturgisch-geistliche Dimension besaß. Nicht nur wissenschaftliche 
und menschliche Begegnung sollte sie sein, sondern auch ein Stück geleb-
ter Ökumene. Dafür, dass dies gerade in Bulgarien möglich wurde, wo 
doch die Orthodoxe Kirche derzeit nicht Mitglied des Ökumenischen Rates 
der Kirchen ist, sind wir dankbar. Es ist gut, wenn Bibelwissenschaftler -
und sei es faute de mieux - zur Vorhut der Ökumene werden. Ein beson-
ders herzlicher Dank gilt in diesem Zusammenhang dem Abt des Rila-
Klosters für die in seinem Kloster gewährte Gastfreundschaft. 
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Die Durchfuhrung eines internationalen bibelwissenschaftlichen Sym-
posiums in Bulgarien, an dem Alt- und Neutestamentier aus verschiedenen 
christlichen Konfessionen teilnahmen, wurde insbesondere auch von den 
Gastgebern als außerordentlich bedeutsam angesehen. Erstmals in der Ge-
schichte Bulgariens, so wurde uns gesagt, sei die Breite gesamteuropäi-
scher Bibelwissenschaft in Bulgarien präsent gewesen. Dies sei ein bemer-
kenswertes Zeichen für die lebendige Gegenwart der Bibel und ihrer 
Auslegung. 

Gegenüber der ersten Konferenz in Neamt hatte sich der Teilnehmer-
kreis in dreifacher Hinsicht verändert. Zum einen konnten wir diesmal 
auch Exegeten aus Mazedonien, Weißrussland und Georgien unter uns 
willkommen heißen. Die beiden anderen Änderungen hingen mit dem Ge-
genstand des Symposiusm, der Bedeutung des Alten Testaments in westli-
cher und orthodoxer Sicht, zusammen. Dass zu diesem Thema neben Patri-
stikern und Neutestamentlern auch und vor allem Alttestamentler zu Worte 
kommen mussten, versteht sich von selbst. Für die Orthodoxen ungewöhn-
licher war es, wenn die westlichen Mitverantwortlichen für die Konferenz 
darauf insistierten, dass aus ihrer Sicht ohne Teilnahme von jüdischen Ge-
sprächspartnern über das Alte Testament, welches zugleich der Tanach des 
Judentums ist, gar nicht gesprochen werden könne. Aus den jüdischen Ge-
sprächspartnern ist schließlich ein einziger geworden, Michael Mach aus 
Tel Aviv. Wie Michael Mach eine Woche mit uns zusammen in der für ihn 
wirklich ungewöhnlichen Diaspora eines bulgarischen Klosters zugebracht 
hat, sich fröhlich unter alle Priester und Theologen mischte und dabei in 
klarer und eindeutiger Weise seine jüdische Identität vertrat, das hat der 
Konferenz eine ganz besondere, im tiefsten Sinn des Wortes ökumenische 
Note gegeben. 

Die Einbeziehung von Fragen des christlich-jüdischen Dialogs in die 
Arbeit am Konferenzthema wurde keineswegs immer als spannungsfrei er-
fahren, ergab sich aber geradezu zwangsläufig aus der Diskussion um das 
Verhältnis von Altem und Neuem Testament angesichts der Gegenwart jü-
discher Auslegung der Bibel. Im Blick auf die Bedeutung der Tradition für 
die Wahrnehmung der Überlieferungen der Schrift gibt es offenkundig eine 
gewisse Nähe zwischen orthodoxen Richtungen im gegenwärtigen Juden-
tum und dem Umgang mit der kirchlichen Tradition in den Kirchen der 
christlichen Orthodoxie, aber vielleicht auch in den westlichen Kirchen. 
Missverständnisse sind immer dort nahe liegend und schwer vermeidlich, 
wo ein Einzelner versucht, die ganze Breite und Vielfalt von Möglichkei-
ten der Schriftinterpretation darzustellen und zu vertreten. Das gilt für jü-
dische Schriftauslegung nicht anders als für christliche. 

Durch die Mitwirkung von Alttestamentlern wurde die Basis gemeinsa-
mer exegetischer Arbeit zwischen orthodoxen und nicht-orthodoxen, 
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„westlichen" und „östlichen" Bibelwissenschaftlern deutlich verbreitert. 
Diejenigen, die bereits am Symposium in Neamt teilgenommen hatten, 
stellten eine inzwischen erreichte größere Offenheit der Diskussionen fest. 
Es wurde erneut deutlich, dass die orthodoxe Exegese einen großen 
Reichtum von Interpretationsmöglichkeiten anbietet und die Hochschät-
zung der Tradition nicht zuletzt auch dazu führt, die Vielfalt von Möglich-
keiten zur Interpretation der biblischen Überlieferungen aufzubewahren. 
Gleichwohl schließt sich dann notwendig die Frage nach Kriterien zur Be-
wertung dieser vielfältigen Interpretationsmöglichkeiten an. Wenn in die-
sem Zusammenhang von Vertretern aller Konfessionen auf die Bedeutung 
der Kirche und insbesondere der Gemeinden bei der Rezeption und Be-
wertung von Auslegungen der Schrift verwiesen wird, so ist zu fragen, auf 
welche Weise und mit welchem Gewicht die Stimmen der Gemeinden bei 
der kirchlichen Schriftauslegung zur Geltung gebracht werden können. 

Die Herausgabe des Bandes lag in den Händen von Ivan Z. Dimitrov, Ja-
mes D. G. Dunn, Ulrich Luz und Karl-Wilhelm Niebuhr. Karl-Wilhelm 
Niebuhr hat auf der Grundlage von Protokollnotizen von Urs von Arx, 
Christoph Dohmen, James D. G. Dunn, Detlef Jericke und Antje Labahn 
die Zusammenfassungen der Diskussionen verfasst sowie den Beitrag am 
Schluss des Bandes entworfen. Ulrich Dällenbach in Bern und Frank Freu-
denberg in Jena haben die Texte redaktionell vereinheitlicht und das Lay-
out besorgt. Verona Lasch in Jena half bei der Erstellung der Register. 

Den Herausgebern der „Wissenschaftlichen Untersuchungen zum Neuen 
Testament", insbesondere Jörg Frey, Martin Hengel und Otfried Hofius, 
danken wir, dass sie wie den vorangehenden so auch diesen Symposiums-
band in ihre Reihe aufgenommen haben. Wiederum haben wir zahlreichen 
Gebern für größere oder kleinere Beiträge zu danken, die es den Teilneh-
mern aus osteuropäischen Ländern ermöglichten, nach Bulgarien zu kom-
men und an unserer Konferenz teilzunehmen. Zu ihnen gehören die Stif-
tung für historische und ökumenische Theologie in Bern, die einen 
namhaften Beitrag leistete, sowie mehrere Kirchgemeinden aus Bern und 
Umgebung, welche die Kosten für einen oder mehrere Teilnehmer über-
nahmen. 

Wir widmen diesen Band dem Gedenken an Jürgen Roloff. Zeitlebens war 
Jürgen Roloff einer der engagiertesten ökumenisch denkenden und arbei-
tenden Neutestamentier. Viele Jahre lang war er auch an ökumenischen 
Dialogen der Evangelischen Kirche in Deutschland mit den Kirchen der 
Orthodoxie beteiligt. Ebenso hat er sich mit besonderem Einsatz dem bes-
seren Verständnis des Judentums und dem Gespräch zwischen Christen 
und Juden gewidmet. Auf der ersten west-östlichen Neutestamentlerkonfe-
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renz in Neamt hielt er eines der zentralen Referate. Wir befehlen ihn dem 
lebendigen Gott und wollen ihm ein ehrendes Gedenken bewahren. 

Sofia, Durham, Jena und Bern Die Herausgeber 



Das Alte Testament in der christlichen Tradition 





Problems of O.T. Interpretation in the First Centuries 

by 

PROSPER GRECH 

We cannot speak of Old Testament interpretation among the Fathers of the 
Church1 without premising a few words about its precedents within the bi-
ble itself. It is generally accepted today that both the text and the canon of 
the first Testament are the result of a long process of dynamic reinterpre-
tation of original traditions, writings and oracles, a process which accom-
panied the social and religious history of the Jewish community2. Any 
historical critical method of exegesis which only seeks to reach the most 
ancient stage of the composition without retracing the intermediate steps of 
the evolution of both text and canon3 up to their final configuration in rab-
binic times is bound to be deficient. Both the Masoretic text and the Sep-
tuagint bible were deltas formed by the constant growth of traditions con-
tained in the mainstream of the text. Laws were updated, prophetic oracles 
reapplied to contemporary events, new books composed to explain older 
ones, glosses inserted and collections of writings grouped together to fit 
into prevailing theological and social patterns of thought. 

1 On biblical interpretation in the Church Fathers cf. MICHAEL FIEDROWICZ, Prinzi-
pien der Schriftauslegung in der Alten Kirche, Bern 1998; BERTRAND DE MARGERIE, In-
troduction à l'histoire de l'exégèse, 4 vols., Paris 1980; E. NORELLI (ed.), La Bibbia 
nell'antichità cristiana, 2 vols., Bologna 1993; HENNING GRAF REVENTLOW, Epochen der 
Bibelauslegung, 2 vols., München 1990; HERMANN JOSEPH SIEBEN, Exegesis patrum: 
Saggio bibliografico sull'esegesi biblica dei Padri, Roma 1983; MANLIO SIMONETTI, 
Lettera e/o allegoria. Un contributo alla storia dell'esegesi patristica, Roma 1985. 

2 For fuller information cf. D. A. CARSON/H. G. M. WILLIAMSON (eds.), It is Written. 
Scripture Citing Scripture, Essays in Honour of Barnabas Lindars, Cambridge 1998; 
MICHAEL FISHBANE, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel, Oxford 1985; PROSPER 
GRECH, Interprophetic Reinterpretation and Old Testament Eschatology, in: Augustinia-
n u m 9 ( 1 9 6 9 ) 2 3 5 - 2 6 5 ; REINHARD G. KRATZ/THOMAS KRÜGER/KONRAD SCHMID (eds . ) , 
Schriftauslegung in der Schrift, Berlin 2000. 

3 Cf. MARTIN JAN MULDER/HARRY SYSLING (eds.), Mikra. Text, Translation, Reading 
and Interpretation of the Hebrew Bible in Ancient Judaism and early Christianity, CRINT 
II/l, Assen 1988; C. THEOBALD (ed.), Le canon des écritures, Paris 1990. 
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This is how Israel's bible reached the Christian era, and both Jesus and the 
earliest believers read it at its face value, but fully conscious of the alluvial 
midrash which had brought it up to that stage; that explains the variety of 
interpretations which we find among the authors of the New Testament4. 
From the technical point of view the early Christian methods of explaining 
the biblical text followed the models of contemporary Jewish interpreters: 
literal exegesis, rabbinic midrash, Qumranic midrash pesher and allegory5. 
In spite of all technical similarities, however, the hermeneutical key to the 
understanding of the Old Testament text was completely different. It began 
with the conviction of the fulfilment of messianic prophecies and hopes in 
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth, the outpouring of the 
Spirit and the birth of the Church as the New Israel. Hence a rabbi and a 
Christian could reach exegetical agreement on the philological level but 
their hermeneutical process of interpreting the text would have been miles 
apart6. Suffice it to mention Paul's interpretation of the Abraham narra-
tives in Galatians 4 and Romans 4 and his arguments from Scripture in 
Rom 9-11. This variety of interpretation provided the moulds for later pa-
tristic scriptural explanation. In fact the fathers appealed to these New 
Testament patterns of interpretation: literal, allegorical, typological, theo-
logical reversal, historical analogy and eschatological anagogy, to justify 
their own exegesis. They also felt justified to look for a deeper meaning 
behind the obvious literal sense of a sentence because of their conviction 
that Christological fulfilment actually surpassed messianic expectations. 

Had Christian self-consciousness remained within the nomistic matrix 
of Judaism the parting of the ways in biblical interpretation would have 
limited itself to discussing the meaning of Christ's person and redemption 
within the greater context of Judaism. But with the Christian assertion that 
the Mosaic Law was no longer sufficient for salvation a crisis was created 
calling into question the validity of the Old Testament itself. Hence the 
second Century is the point of departure for patristic interpretation. 

4 The bibliography on the interpretation of the O.T. in the N.T. is very extensive, but 
cf. SAMUEL AMSLER, L'Ancien Testament dans l'église, Neuchâtel 1960; CHARLES 
HAROLD DODD, According to the Scriptures. The Substructure of New Testament Theol-
ogy, London 1952; JOSEPH ERNST, Schriftauslegung. Beiträge zur Hermeneutik des 
Neuen Testaments und im Neuen Testament, Paderborn 1981; ANTHONY TYRELL 
HANSON, The New Testament Interpretation of Scripture, London 1980; IDEM, The Liv-
ing Utterances of God, London 1983; BARNABAS LINDARS, New Testament Apologetic, 
London 1961. 

5 Cf. DAVID INSTONE BREWER, Techniques and Assumptions in Jewish exegesis be-
fore 70 CE, Tübingen 1992; M. SMB0 (ed.), Hebrew Bible Old Testament. The History of 
its Interpretation, HBOT 1/1, Göttingen 1996. 

6 This appears very clearly in the dialogue between Justin and Trypho, as we shall see 
later. Their mutual incomprehension reflects earlier debates in the apostolic period. 
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Before we enter fully into our discussion it will be useful to speak briefly 
about the status of the canon and text of the Jewish bible at the turn of the 
first century. In the apostolic period the Jews accepted a certain number of 
books, 22 or 24, according to different numberings, as "canonical"7, i.e., as 
institutionally authoritative, but, theoretically speaking, nothing prohibited 
the addition of new books to this list. In fact, a few writings in Greek, the 
deutero-canonicals, were proximate candidates for acceptance, and, later, 
the complete Septuagint, as transmitted by Christian copyists, actually in-
cluded them. The older theory that at the time of Jesus there were two 
"canons" the broader Alexandrian one and a shorter Palestinian, is no 
longer tenable in that form, but the theological allusions to the deutero-
canonicals in the N.T. and the existence of fragments from these books in 
Qumran go to explain their pastoral use by second Century Christians. In 
the first decades of this Century the rabbis closed their biblical list limiting 
it to what we call today the Palestinian canon. This happened probably as a 
mark of Jewish self-identity in the troubled period between 70 and 135 
AD, also because of the growth of apocryphal literature and the contro-
versy with the Christians who were considering their own writings as 
"Scripture". Greek-speaking Christians, however, had already adopted the 
Septuagint as their bible and made use of the deutero-canonical writings. 
When the Jewish canon was closed Christian writers felt that since they 
had received their bible from the synagogue it would not be fair to use 
books the Jews did not consider as canonical to argue against them. Con-
sequently many of the Church Fathers accepted the shorter Old Testa-
ment8, even though they continued to make use of the other books in their 

7 The paucity of these numbers is explained, of course, by the fact that the twelve Mi-
nor Prophets were considered as a single book, as were 1-2 Sam, l-2Kings, etc. 

8 For a full discussion on the development of the O.T. canon cf. ROGER BECKWITH, 
The Old Testament Canon of the New Testament Church, London 1985, and, from the 
Catholic point of view, JEAN NOËL ALETTI et al., Le canon des Écritures. Études histori-
ques, exégetiques et systématiques sous la direction de C. Theobald, Paris 1990. As re-
gards the Fathers, this question is rather complicated. Origen opened the discussion in his 
Letter to Julius Africanus (3-19, PG 11:48-85) in which he witnesses the circulation and 
reading of some deuterocanonicals in various churches. Justin and Melito, arguing 
against the Jews, make use only of the shorter canon. Athanasius, in his Letter 39 on 
Easter, allows the reading of the discussed books for Catechumens. Jerome rejects them 
while Rufinus says that they can be useful for pastoral reasons (Explicatio symbolorum, 
34-36, CCL 20:170-171). Augustine accepts them according to his criterion of public 
reading in the major churches. The deuterocanonicals are never commented before the 
fourth Century. The position, therefore, seems to be the following. Owing to the fluctua-
tion of the Jewish canon in the first Century the Fathers restricted their anti-Jewish con-
troversy to the shorter list and preferred these books as a foundation of dogma. The early 
use of the discussed works in the second Century, however, commended them for spiri-
tual reading and pastoral use. In time, they were considered as "inspired" and entered 
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pastoral preaching. In fact, when Augustine drew up a list of canonical 
books at the end of the fourth Century in controversy with the Manicheans 
he included the deutero-canonicals9, and since then both the Latin and the 
Greek churches have continued to read them in their liturgies. 

The biblical text, too, was not uniform in the first Century10. Suffice it 
to mention the Qumran scrolls and the discrepancies between them and the 
LXX. The official Hebrew text was stabilized by the rabbis at the turn of 
the century, whence comes our Massoretic text, but Christians continued 
using the Septuagint11 in spite of the new Greek translations which Origen 
included for reference in his Hexapla. Justin even went so far as to accuse 
the Jews of having mutilated their bible to spite the Christians12. 

We must now turn to the problem of the value of the Old Testament in 
the second Century. It is obvious that the New Testament writings take the 
O.T. for granted as historical narrative, as prophecy, as wisdom and as 
containing moral norms. In fact a corpus of "Testimonies"13 seems to have 
been already in use in the N T. period itself and appears in an evolved state 
in Pseudo-Barnabas and in Justin. The Church, however, in addition to its 
pastoral role, had to face controversy on three fronts: against paganism and 
state persecutions, against the Jews and internally against the Gnostics. 

It is useful to note, to this point, that our knowledge of second Century 
Christian literature is very limited. We know of almost two hundred titles 
of books which either no longer exist or whose originals have been lost. 
Hence, any generalization on this matter will be dangerous. 

In his two Apologies Justin Martyr does not hesitate to make ample use 
of the Old Testament against the pagans to prove that Christianity had al-
ready been foretold by the prophets and to assert its antiquity, hence its 

into theological reasoning, sometimes as secondary sources, in both East and West until 
the question arose anew in the Reformation. 

9 De doctrina Christiana 32,II.VIII,12-13. 
10 Cf. MARTIN JAN MULDER, The Transmission of the Biblical text, in: IDEM/Sysling 

(eds.), Mikra (cf. above footnote 3) 87-136. 
11 In the N.T. itself the majority of the quotations and allusions are from the LXX 

although not a few texts follow the Hebrew and some targumize their original. All varia-
tions are listed in GLEASON L. ARCHER/GREGORY CHIRICHIGNO, Old Testament Quota-
tions in the New Testaemnt. A Complete Survey, Chicago 1983. 

12 These accusations centre around some themes: the Jews distrust the LXX transla-
tion (Dial 67 and 84); the Jews have erased some passages from the LXX because they 
do not favour their cause, moreover they prohibited the use of this translation from the 
synagogues (Dial 72-73); they mutilated the text of the Ascension of Isaiah which was 
considered canonical in some quarters (Dial 120); cf. LESZEK MISIARCYK, II midrash nel 
Dialogo con Trifone di Giustino martire, Plock 1999. 

13 The opinions of Rendall Harris and Charles Harold Dodd are well known: the 
Christians possessed a collection of O.T. texts, written or oral, for quick reference. The 
discovery of 4QTest and 4QFlor seems to support this hypothesis. 



Problems of O. T. Interpretation in the First Centuries 7 

nobility, thus enabling it to take its place among other schools of philoso-
phy-

It is in his Dialogue with Trypho, however, that this same apologist ex-
plicates the full force of the Old Testament prophecies in his extremely ur-
ban dialogue with the Jew Trypho. Justin distinguishes between typoi, 
events wrought by the divine Spirit, and logoi, inspired words14. The for-
mer is exemplified by the deluge, a theologoumenon involving the solidar-
ity of a sinful world, God's judgement and the salvation of some people as 
the beginning of a new humanity. This preludes man under the power of 
sin, God's judgement in Christ and baptism which introduces salvation 
within the Church. As to the legal part of the bible Justin distinguishes 
between laws of general morality15, like the ten commandments, immuta-
ble and universally valid, and ritual prescriptions, given because of the 
Jews' hardness of heart but which also prefigure future realities in the new 
dispensation, for example, Christ in the paschal lamb. Yet it is not only the 
commands of the Law that prefigure N.T. realities, the Law itself prefig-
ures Christ, who is its substitute and fulfilment16. The prophets, on the 
contrary, unlike the philosophers who rely solely on rational argument, 
foretell the coming of Christ directly and openly through the power of the 
Spirit, as the miracles performed by them demonstrate. Hence prophecies 
include a sign, composed of words or events, and a meaning, which lead to 
Christ17. Of course it is the divine Word himself who is the supreme 
Prophet and inspires the sages to speak about his future incarnation, thus 
completing the sign. This last theologoumenon is common to most pre-
Nicene fathers. 

Justin's exegesis is often overdone. A modern scholar would rather take 
Trypho's side, who adheres more closely to the text; but it is essential to 
observe that, in this dialogue, the Christian apologist and the Jewish rabbi 
read the bible from two different hermeneutical points of view. The former 
re-reads the Old Testament from the point of view of the Christ-event 
while the latter usually explains prophetic words as applying to events 
within the history of Israel itself. The discussion can be said to end in a 
draw, but Justin's work sets a paradigm for his successors in biblical inter-
pretation. 

Needless to say, both Justin and Trypho accepted the Old Testament as 
word of God. But this axiom was not shared by other interpreters of the 
O.T. in the second Century. In spite of the fact that they were Jewish-
Christians, the Ebionites did not attribute inspiration to all prophets, they 

14 Dial 114 (ed. Archambault). 
15 Ibidem 90. 
16 Ibidem 11. 
17 Ibidem 14. 
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distinguished between male and female prophecy18. Male prophecy, the 
true prophecy belonging to the world to come, consisted in the succession 
Adam - Abel - Isaac - Jacob - Moses - Jesus - Peter. Female prophecy, 
this-worldly hence fallible, comprised Eve - Cain - Ismael - Esau - Aaron 
- John the Baptist - Paul. Not the whole of the Old Testament, therefore, 
was reliable. This distinction might have been their partial answer to Mar-
cion19 and to some Gnostics who rejected the Jewish bible lock, stock and 
barrel. The former attributed it to the just god as opposed to the good god 
of the New Testament, the latter to the demiurge creator of the world. 

A more nuanced position is to be found in Ptolemy's Letter to Flora20. 
This disciple of Valentinus, writes: "It amounts to a rational critique which 
eliminates large sections of the Torah from Christian consideration and en-
courages the allegorical interpretation of others, taking its clue from the 
words of Jesus. Two secondary levels, the accommodations of Moses and 
the additions of the Elders, must be distinguished from the Law of God 
which, according to Jesus' words, falls into three parts itself: one part the 
Saviour fulfiled, one part he abrogated and one part he left to symbolical 
interpretation." However, the Law of God was not attributed to the highest 
God, nor to the devil, but to a demiurge, a just god. Ptolemy therefore 
steers a middle course between mainstream Christians and Marcion. 

Gnostic interpretation, it must be added, was wildly allegorical, often 
extracting a phrase from its literary context and inserting it into the frame-
work of the system held by the interpreter21. The Gnostics claimed that 
their doctrine derived from the teaching of the apostles delivered secretly 
to the spirituals and transmitted orally by them, unlike the public teaching 
given to the psychics, i.e. to common Christians. 

Against this type of exegesis it was Irenaeus who raised his voice and 
established stable rules of interpretation which were to dominate orthodox 
hermeneutics in the following centuries. First of all he underlined the fact 
that there was only one God, creator of the world, and author of both the 
Old and the New Testaments. There is a doctrinal unity, therefore, in the 
whole bible as it speaks of one God and has Him as its author22. It follows 
that a biblical passage must first of all be read within its literary context, 

18 The Pseudoclementines, GCS 42 and 51, are perhaps the best source for our 
knowledge of this sect; cf. Horn 11:15; 111:23. 

19 Marcion's doctrine can be specularly reconstructed mainly through Tertullian's 
Adversus Marcionem. 

20 Text in Epiphanius' Panarion, GCS 25:33:3-7. 
2 1 To cite just one example, cf. Justin the Gnostic in Liber Baruch, from the 2nd 

Century in Hyppolitus' Refutatio omnium haeresum V:26:6 where the trees in Eden were 
interpreted as being angels; see also Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. (ed. Harvey) 1:8:1. 

2 2 Ibidem 11:28:3. 
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not in isolation and out of context23. The second framework which delimits 
and defines its meaning is that of the whole bible, Old and New Testament 
between which there can be no contradiction24. A third context is that of 
the regula fidei, the rule of faith professed in baptism and transmitted pub-
licly from Christ to the apostles and from these to the Church through the 
succession of bishops all over the world25. Any interpretation which is in 
open contradiction with it is bound to be false. Moreover, bible reading 
should begin with clear texts, obscure ones should be read in the light of 
the former26, contrary to what the Gnostics did. Irenaeus does not abound 
in allegory, he had enough of that in Gnostic exegesis, but at times he does 
give an allegorical or typological meaning even to Jesus' parables. 

To Irenaeus' three concentric contexts, literary, biblical and doctrinal, 
Clement of Alexandria added a fourth, that of symbolism27, both cosmic 
and moral, through which even the Greeks could perceive God together 
with the Christians, in whose faith this symbolism was raised to the higher 
level of sacramentality. Clement was well versed in Greek philosophy and 
literature; a third of his quotations came from the classics. He also knew 
Philo. Although he is not the master of allegory in the Alexandrian school 
his symbolism provides a meeting ground for a dialogue with pagan intel-
lectuals and he enriches theology with a literary and philosophical back-
ground. In Stromata VI: 124-125 he maintains that as the Logos is the 
source of all creation even the Old Testament prophecies were delivered by 
him, and, although when he came into the world he spoke in parables, for 
those who follow the ecclesiastical rule of faith the truth of the Covenant 
shines more clearly through these symbols than in direct speech. He seems 
to appreciate that polyvalence of symbolic language which has recently 
come to the fore especially in Paul Ricoeur's hermeneutics. 

By introducing Philo to Christian theology Clement injected new blood 
into hermeneutics. Allegorical interpretation was common in the Hellenis-
tic world. Philo used it to present Judaism as a religion worthy to be es-
teemed alongside other philosophical schools, even as superior to them be-
cause of its antiquity. The basic assumption of allegory was that beneath 
the surface meaning of a text there existed other hidden meanings which a 
deeper understanding could discover. It is evident that this is akin to sym-
bolism. 

2 3 Ibidem 1:8:1. 
2 4 Ibidem 1:3:87; 11:58:2; 111:25:2. 
2 5 Ibidem 1:9:4; IV:32:1. 
26 Ibidem 11:27. 
2 7 Cf. Stromata VI: 124:5-125:3. 
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We come now to the controversial Origen28 who, like Augustine, is the 
object of both love and hatred among scholars. He is the real master of al-
legory in Alexandria; but this designation needs adequate qualification to 
dispel considerable prejudice in his regard. To begin with, a man who 
spent a patrimony to have the Hexapla copied so that he could check on 
the exact translation of original Hebrew words was certainly one who did 
care about the literal meaning of the text. Like many of his contemporar-
ies, however, both rabbis and Hellenists, Origen was convinced that hidden 
senses lie beneath the surface meaning of every text even in the New Tes-
tament itself. The narrative level was sufficient for initiates, but proficients 
had to draw out its moral lesson and the perfect, the spirituals, should 
delve into its allegorical or theological significance. Biblical or spiritual 
theology could only be acquired on this final level29. To warrant this triple 
division the Alexandrian appealed to such texts as Gal 4, in which Paul 
mentions the word allegory, ICor 2:13-15 where a distinction is made 
between psychics and spirituals, ICor 10:1-11, a real lesson in typology 
and Hebr 6:1 on doctrine suitable for beginners. For Origen, however, real 
faith, his hermeneutical key to bible reading, is written on the Christian's 
heart, the bible only reflects and clarifies this conviction. 

Much of what this author called allegory was nothing other than typol-
ogy, in which his later Antiochian adversaries abounded, and in many in-
stances it was what we would call today redactional theology, a sub-
category of the literal sense. We must keep in mind that the meaning of a 
parable, which for us is its literal meaning, was allegorical for Origen. 
Nevertheless, what scandalised his adversaries most was his assertion that 
all texts had an allegorical meaning but not all had a literal one30, because 
some narratives contained contradictions. Later patristic opponents pointed 
to his interpretation of the first chapters of Genesis and accused him of de-
nying historical fact. But Origen was confused by certain enigmas, for ex-
ample the creation of light before that of the sun and the stars. What he 
lacked was knowledge of Semitic literary genres, which we have begun to 
study only recently. He understood the Hellenistic genres but was mysti-
fied by conflicting versions of the same story, which we today attribute to 
the different sources of the Pentateuch. All this notwithstanding it cannot 
be denied that much of his allegory is pure fantasy, unless we were to treat 
it as pious meditation on words and phrases which seeks to speak to his 

2 8 The reader is referred to SIMONETTI, Lettera (cf. above footnote 1) 73-98 and to 
the recent Origene (cf. Dizionario della cultura, del pensiero e delle opere, ed. by A. 
MONACI CASTAGNO , Roma 2 0 0 0 ) ; also HENRI CROUZEL, Origène, Paris 1985. Origen's 
hermeneutical texts were collected by Basil in the Pholocalia. 

2 9 De principiis IV:2,4. 
3 0 Ibidem IV:3:4. 
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