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Abstract — Both Arian and pro-Nicene theologians saw in the Wisdom of 
Prov 8 a reference to Christ. This agreement, however, did not produee 
unanimity about the manner of Christologieal exegesis. Theologians sueh 
as Eusebius of Caesarea and Eunomius of Cyzieus tried to determine the 
“plain” or “literal” meaning of the text. As a result, they saw in the pas- 
sage references to a shadowy figure, called “Wisdom,” whom God had 
“created,” “established,” or “begotten” (Prov 8) long before time began— 
a figure that became incarnate in Jesus Christ. By contrast, the reading 
strategy of Marcellus of Ancyra, Athanasius of Alexandria, and Gregory 
of Nyssa was grounded in the sacramental conviction that the genre of the 
bookof Proverbs demands thatwe recognize a “hidden” meaning, one that 
becomes clear to us only in and through God’s economic self-revelation 
in Jesus Christ. A strictly literal, no!acram ental reading of Prov 8 was 
problematic, according to the pro-Nicene theologians, in that it fails to 
note the sacramental reality (res) of Christ and his church as really present 
in the Wisdom passages of the book of Proverbs. By refusing to allegorize, 
the Arian tradition was unable to discern within the book of Proverbs the 
doctrinal truth of God’s full self-disclosure in Jesus Christ.
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S p ir it u a l  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a n d  C h r i s t i a n  D o c t r in e

Since it is biblical in terpretation  tha t gives rise to Christian doctrine, it 
is hard to imagine tha t Nicene orthodoxy would have come about w ithout

Author’s note: I would like to thank Alec Arnold,John Behr, John Boersma, Phillip Hussey, and 
Matthew Thomas, as well as the two anonymous J T I  peer reviewers for their helpful eom- 
ments on an earlier draft o f this artiele.
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recourse to the spiritual exegesis th a t characterized the patristic era:1 the 
heritage o f C hristian doctrine is the result o f the particular modes o f in- 
te rp re ta tion  at play in the early centuries o f the church. We need to pay 
atten tion , therefore, to the question o f w hat kind o f reading warranted, 
for the pro-N icene tradition, the Trinitarian and Christological convictions 
th a t they were attem pting  to secure. I have becom e convinced th a t it is 
the sacram entai character o f patristic exegesis th a t served to uphold their 
doctrinal beliefs. T he larger research project to w hich this essay belongs 
will make clear th a t the sacram ental herm eneutic at play in the patristic 
defense o f orthodoxy treated  the text o f the O T  (the sacramenturri) as con- 
taining a “hidden” meaning (the reaiity or res) tha t one can discover in and 
through G od’s economic self-revelation in Jesus Christ. ̂

By speaking o f a “sacram ental herm eneutic” I do not m ean to op- 
pose this expression to commonly used term s in connection w ith patristic 
exegesis, such as allegory, typology, theöria, anagogy, and the like. Each o f 
these term s carries its own particular connotations and functions w ithin 
a d istinct web o f meaning in term s o f their use (or their rejection) bo th  
in the early church and in contem porary scholarly discussion. T he varia- 
rion in term inology does have a certain  kind o f usefalness —though it is 
notoriously difficult to distinguish ffie various term s from  each other, as is 
clear, for im tance, from the debates w ith regard to the propriety  o f distin- 
guishing betw een typology and allegory.و T he interconnectedness o f these 
term s stems, in my opinion, from the fact tha t a sacramental m indset—in

1. It is not my intent to present patristie exegesis as a monolithic whole. Exegetical 
emphasis differs widely among the church fathers, and we can also observe obvious differ- 
enees among Asian, Antiochene, and Alexandrian exegetes. At the same time, 1 concur with 
the more recent consensus that we should he cautious not simply to separate Antiochene and 
Alexandrian exegesis into two separate schools of thought. See Frances M. Young, BiblicalEx- 
egesis and the Formation of Christian Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ل9و7أ  Pea- 
body, MA: Hendrickson, 2002), 2; Manlio Simonetti, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church: 
An Historical Introduction to Patristic Exegesis, trans.John A. Hughes, ed. Anders Berg^ist and 
Markus Bockmuehl (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), 67.

2. 1 have argued this point at some length in “Joshua as Sacrament: spiritual Integre- 
tation in Origen,” Crux 48/3 (2012): 23-40; see also my interaction on this point with N. T. 
Wright, in “Sacramental Interpretation: On the Need for Theological Grounding o^Narmri- 
val History,” in Exile in Biblical Studies and Theology: A  Dialogue with N. T. Wright, ed. James M. 
Scott (Downers Grove, IE: IVP Academic, forthcoming).

3. Following Jean Daniélou, 20th-century scholarship often distinguished between 
typology and allegory by insisting that the former was grounded within history and was bibli- 
cally based, while the latter was arbitrary and rooted in Philo and in the Platonic tradition. 
Henri de Eubac convincingly debunked any sharp distinction b e^ een  the two and demon- 
strated the Christological basis for typological and allegorical exegesis. See Hans Boersma, 
Nouvelle Théologie and Sacramental Ontology: A  Return to Mystery (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), ل8ه-هو . Eor an excellent recent account of the distinction, see Peter Martens, 
“Revisiting the Allegory/Typology Distinction: The Case of Origen y  Journal of Early Christian 
Studies 16 (2008): 283-317.
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fluenced by C hristian Platonist convictions — affected the exegesis o f the 
church fathers. To speak, therefore, o f a “sacramenta] herm eneutic” is not 
to reject other, perhaps more com m on labels bu t ra ther to allude to the 
shared metaphysical grounding o f these various exegetical approaches.

O ne o f the reasons we som etim es get stuck in discussions on these 
m atters is tha t we fail to  recognize th a t the church fathers did no t trea t 
exegesis in isolation, as a kind o f objective “m ethod” to be applied to the 
Scriptures in isolation from convictions about o ther m atters. 4 M etaphysics, 
exegesis, and spirituality were intim ately linked. ؟ The relationship between 
nature and the supernatural (in metaphysics), betw een historical and spiri- 
tual meaning (in exegesis), and betw een the active life here on earth  and the 
future aim o f the heavenly beatific vision (in spirituality) were understood 
to relate to each o ther in an analogous manner. In the sacram ental world 
o f the church fathers, the supernatural was regarded as genuinely present 
w ithin the natural world and as suffusing the la tte r w ith significance; 6 the 
spiritual (Christological) meaning o f the scriptural witness was treated  as a 
treasure hidden w ithin the deep recesses o f the historical biblical account; 
and the developm ent o f virtue in one’s day-to-day hfe was considered an 
initial deposit o f the destiny o f heavenly participation  in G od’s own char- 
acter as revealed in Jesus Christ. In each o f these three areas, the church 
fathers were convinced o f a close (participatory) link betw een this-worldly 
sacram ent (sacramentum) and otherw orldly reality (res). To speak o f a sacra- 
m ental herm eneutic, therefore, is to allude to the recognition o f  the real 
presence o f the C hrist-reality hidden w ithin  the o u ^ a r d  sacram ent o f 
the biblical text. In o ther words, the reason the church fathers practiced 
typology, allegory, and so on is th a t they were convinced th a t the reality 
o f the Christ event was already present (a ra m e n ta lly )  w ithin the history 
described w ithin the O T  narrative.

It is the argum ent o f this essay, however, th a t this sacramental herm e- 
neuric was no t universally shared in the early church. In fact, the main dif- 
ference betw een the Arian and the pro-N icene traditions o f reading Prov 
8 is th a t only the la tter read the chapter in a deliberately sacram ental fash- 
ion. T he pro-N icenes were troubled by the exegetical approach o f their

4· Andrew Louth, with an appeal Hans-Georg Gadamer, eastigates the appeal to 
“method” in mueh eontemporary hermeneuties (Discerning the Mystery: An Essay on the Nature 
ofTheology !Oxford: Clarendon,1102,112 , و8لؤ ).

5· I make this argument at some length in my book Heavenly Participation: The Weaving 
of a Sacramental Tapestry (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011). 1 do not mean to suggest that in 
modernity exegesis is no longer linked to metaphysies and spirituality. It is just that we have 
eome to treat exegesis as though it carried its own principles (that determine one’s inter^re- 
tive approach) and as though it were separate from metaphysics and spirituality. In actuality, 
contemporary historical exegesis is no less metaphysically and spiritually freighted than pre- 
modern exegesis.

6. For a thorough historical account, see Louis Dupré, Passage to Modernity: An Essay in 
the Hermeneutics ofNature and Culture (New Haven, CT: Aale University Press, ل99و ).
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opponents: the la tte r’s erroneous herm eneutie tied in directly w ith  their 
faulty Christology. T hat is, a literal, nonsacram ental reading o f Prov 8 was 
unable to recognize the sacram ental reality (res) o f C hrist as present in the 
figure W isdom  in the book o f Proverbs. If  my argum ent is correct, then  we 
may conclude tha t the sacram ental exegesis o f pro-N icene theology is not 
an optional extra but lies at the heart o f Trinitarian exegesis and theology

T he difference in herm eneutical approach betw een Arian and pro- 
N icene theologians is a strong indication tha t we need the spiritual or 
theological in te rp re ta tion  o f the church fathers in order to uphold the 
tru th  o f the N icene faith. T he Anglican scholar, Ephraim  R ^ n e r ,  in an 
essay on the Ip ^ -c e n tu ry  Tractarian, John  Keble, argues th a t if patristic 
exegesis “is genuinely rejected, so too m ust be any pretence to holding or- 
thodox theistic convictions.”? It is no t the purpose o f this essay to argue 
this proposition  in detail. A fter all, the 4 th-century  Trinitarian disputes 
were wide-ranging, and the disagreem ents over Prov 8 form ed only one 
small (though significant) elem ent in the hroader controversies.8 By look- 
ing at disagreem ents over Prov 8 we do, however, get some sense o f the 
im portance th a t a sacram ental herm eneutic held for pro-N icene theology.

To he sure, I need to make an im portan t caveat at this point: it is not 
the case th a t those who reject spiritual exegesis invariably also object to the 
doctrine o f the Trinity. In fact, this is quite obviously no t the case. Many 
Christian scholars, convinced th a t we cannot follow patristic approaches 
to the reading o f Scripture, are nonetheless wholeheartedly devoted to the 
dogma o f the Trinity as the ecumenical councils o f the 4 th  century articu- 
lated it. W h a t I am arguing, however, is th a t a rejection o f the sacramental 
exegesis o f the church fathers makes it difficult to ground our Trinitarian 
convictions in the text o f the O T  witness. In o ther words, it seems to me 
that, while we may still hold to Nicene Trinitarian theology even when we 
do exegesis by means o f a purely historical m ethod, we will have lost an 
im portan t plank in the defense o f this theology.

D isagreem ents in the early church on how to read Prov 8 were, in one 
im portan t respect, lim ited. All in terpreters o f Scripture —from  stric t ad-

٦. Ephr^m Radner, “The Faith of Reading: Reble and Seripturai Interpretation,” in 
Hope among the Fragments: The Broken Church and Its Engagement of Scripture (Grand Rapids: 
Brazos, 290 - هه4)ر 79  (esp. p. 87). C£ Jason Byassee: “You cannot have patristic dogma without 
patristic exegesis؛ you cannot have the creed without allegory” {Praise Seeking Understanding: 
Beading the Psalms with Augustine [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007!, 16); and DanielJ. Treier: “It 
seems odd to suggest that we can receive the doctrines of the apostles without accepting the 
legitimacy of the scriptural hermeneutics by which they developed and defended that teach- 
ing” {Introducing Theological Interpretation of Scripture: Recovering a Christian Practice [Grand 
Rapids: B ^er Academic, 2008}, 50).

8. For a thorough treatment of the theological developments surrounding the 4th- 
century debates, see Eewis Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy: An Approach to Fourth-Century Trinitar- 
ian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).



B o e r s m a : The Sacramental Reading ofNicene Theology 5

herents to N icea such as Athanasius and Gregory o f Nyssa to radical sub- 
:such as Aetius and Eunomius —agreed on one crucial point ־’

C hrist was somehow to he identified w ith the W isdom  o f Prov 8. Khaled 
Anatolios rightly com m ents th a t a m m -Christological in terp re ta tion  was 
simply out o f bounds: ‘A  com m on adherence to  the principle o f  the in- 
tertex tual unity  o f Scripture prevented partic ipan ts in the 4 th-century  
debates from  taking th a t route. If Jesus C hrist is scripturally identified as 
G od’s W isdom  (c£ I Cor. 1:24), then  anything predicated o f W isdom  any- 
where in the Scriptures m ust be appropriately predicated o f C hrist.” 9

So, b o th  the pro-N icene and the anti-N icene theologians o f the 4 th  
century  saw in the W isdom  o f Proverbs a reference to Christ. T he rea- 
son, undoubtedly, is th a t all parries involved in the debates recognized 
th a t p roper exegesis dem ands th a t the unity  o f  the Scriptures be taken 
into account. It simply was no t possible, e ither for the Arians or for pro- 
Nicene theologians, to read Prov 8 in isolation, independent o f G od’s self- 
revelation in Jesus C hrist and detached from the N T  witness to him. The 
church’s dogm a—including her Christological teaching—was grounded in 
the biblical text, and for the church fathers this included the OT. To be 
sure, we will observe shortly th a t this unanim ity about a Christological 
reading is no t as profound as it may appear at first sight: no t every Christo- 
logical reading was also a sacramental reading. Nonetheless, in light o f the 
fact th a t today’s biblical scholars are divided over precisely the legitimacy 
o f a Christological reading o f Prov 8, it is a significant observation th a t 
Arians and pro-Nicenes agreed on precisely this point. *٠

F r o m  O r ig e n  t o  E u s e b i u s

Early C hristian theologians treated  the Trinitarian controversies as 
exegetical controversies. At stake, they believed, was the proper interpre- 
ta tion  o f the Scriptures —m ost notably, perhaps, Prov 8 (though, as I have 
already indicated, many o ther passages also entered the picture). At the 
same time, the road from  exegesis to doctrine is one tha t the fathers knew 
to be strew n w ith obstacles. In this essay we will see th a t different theo- 
logians —even those w ithin the pro-N icene camp —arrived at readings o f 
Prov 8:22-25 tha t wete at times remarkably different from each other. We 
will also see, however, tha t regardless o f internal differences, the exegeti- 
cal choices o f pro-N icene theologians such as Athanasius and G regory o f

و . Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning ofTrinitarian Doc- 
trine (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 132.

to. Gordon D. Tee re؛eets a Christologicai exegesis of Prov 8 in “Wisdom Christology in 
Paul: A Dissenting View,” in The Way ofWisdom, ed.J. I. Paeker and Sven K. Soderlund (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 251-79. In eontrast, N. T. Wright argues in favor of a Christologi- 
cal reading in The Climax ofthe Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (London: T&T 
Clark, 1991), 110 — 13.
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Nyssa were driven by saeram ental convictions about the in terpreta tion  o f 
the Scriptures.

The passage from Prov 8, though it was by no means the oniy one lead- 
ing to sharp exegetical disagreem ents in the 4 th  century, was central to the 
debates. O pinions clashed particularly w ith regard to w . 22-25:

The Lord created (٠ektisen) me as the beginning of his ways, for his 
works.
Before the ages, he established (ethemeliösen) me in the beginning.
Before the earth was made, before the depths were made, before the 
springs of the waters came forth,
before the mountains were founded, before all the hills, he begets (gen- 
nai) m e.أ*

It is im portan t to recognize th a t the 4 th־century debates took place against 
the backdrop o f an already developing trad ition  o f in terpretive engage- 
m ent w ith  this passage. This tradition  goes back to the early 3rd-century 
work o f Origen (ca. 185-254). Reflecting on this passage in his book. On 
First Principles (ca. 225), Origen referred it in its entirety  to the eternal rela- 
tionship betw een the Father and the Son. speaking o f the two natures o f 
Christ, Origen explains tha t he wants “to see w hat the only-begotten Son 
o f G od is.” Origen then  quotes the passage in question, along w ith  Col 
1:15, which refers to  C hrist as the “firstborn o f all creation.” T he theolo- 
gian from  Alexandria tra igh tfo rw ard ly  makes the po in t tha t b o th  passages 
refer to the eternal generation o f the Son.12

O rigen recognized th a t this reading could lead to an erroneously sub- 
ordinationist Christology; he added, therefore, th a t the begetting o f the 
Son m entioned in Prov 8:25 is an eternal begetting, so tha t we should not 
suppose th a t the Father “ever existed, even for a single m om ent, w ithout 
betting  this w isdom G وأ ”. od the Father “always had an only-begotten Son,” 
claims O rigen Begotten “o أ4. f the Father’s will,”*؟ the Son is the invisible 
image and likeness o f the Father, so th a t “there is no tim e when he did not 
exist.” *6 In a com m ent th a t would reverberate throughout the later Arian 

Origen adds: “A ׳ nd when did the image o f unspeakable, un-
nameable, unutterable substance o f the Father, his impress, the W ord who 
knows the Father, no t exist? Let the man who dares to say, ‘T here was a

11. This is my own (rather wooden) translation of the Septuagint, whieh Arians and pro- 
Nieenes both used.

12. Origen, On First Principles, trans. G. w. Butterworth, introduced by Henri de t^ubae 
(Gloueester, MA: ?eter Smith, 1973), §ϊ·2·1 (p· 15)·

13. Ibid., §1.2.2 (p. 15).
14. Ibid., §1.4.4 (p. 42).
15· Ibid., §4.4.1 (p. 314).
16. Ibid., §4.4.1 (p. 315).
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tim e w hen the Son was n o t’, unBerstand tha t this is w hat he will he saying, 
‘©nee wisdom did no t exist, and word did no t exist, and life did no t exist.’” 17

Origen was eonvineed th a t there was never a tim e w hen the eternal 
Son o f God, the W isdom  o f G od, did not exist. And so, w hen in V. 22 W is- 
dom  claims tha t she was created as “the beginning of his ways,” O rigen is 
quick to clarify th a t she was “begotten  beyond the limits o f any beginning 
tha t we can speak o f or understand .”18 So, on the one hand, O rigen ap- 
plied the entire passage o f Prov 8 :2 2 -2 5  to the preincarnate, eternal Son o f 
God, to  the generation o f the Son, and so to  the im m anent life o f Trinity. 
O n the o ther hand, O rigen’s reading also placed the eternal W isdom  o f 
G od firmly on the o ther side o f the creator-creature divide: the Father was 
never w ithout his W isdom.

Origen did face a serious exegetical challenge: How  could one say o f 
the eternal Son o f G od tha t he was “created” in e ternity  w ithout thereby 
putting  his genuine divinity in jeopardy? We already noted O rigen’s claim 
th a t we should no t th ink  o f the Son’s “beginning” as som ething we can 
understand. W ith  regard to the “creation” o f the Son, O rigen com m ents 
th a t W isdom  “fashions beforehand and contains w ithin herself the spe- 
cies and causes o f the entire creation.” وأ C reation, tha t is, always existed 
“in form and outline” w ithin the divine W i s d o m . O rigen appears to sug- 
gest th a t to say th a t W isdom  was “created” means tha t the creatures pre- 
existed eternally in the eternal Son o f God. To some, this exegesis m ust 
have seemed strained. W hereas the text suggests th a t Wisdom was created, 
O rigen seemed to  be saying th a t the creatures were created (preexisting 
from  eternity  in W isdom).

I suspect th a t two factors convinced Origen tha t his approach was 
nonetheless justified. First, he m ust have thought it theologically legitimate 
to apply creaturely predicates to eternal W isdom  because o f his high view 
o f divine providence: all creatures have their origin and destiny already in 
the eternal W ord o f God. Likely, therefore. O rigen would no t have seen 
a theological obstacle to  referring the “creation” language o f V 22 to  the 
creatures’ preexistence in the Son o f God. Second, O rigen m ust have real- 
ized tha t one’s exegetical options are limited: (1) one can deny the Chris- 
tological character o f  Prov 8 altogether; (2) one can refer the “creation” 
language to the incarnation o f the W ord rather than to the eternal relations 
in the Godhead; (3) one can lower the divine status o f the Son by explain- 
ing bo th  the “creation” o f W isdom  in V 22 and her being “begotten” in V 

25 as speaking o f a later (and lower) derivation o f the Son from  the Father; 
or (4) one can read the “creation” language as a reference to  the creatures’

17. Ibid.
18. Ibid., §1.2.و (p. 16).
و1 . Ibid.
20. Ibid., §1.4.4 (p. 42).
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eternal origin in the W ord o f God. As we have already seen, the first option 
was no t a serious option for any party  in the 3rd- and 4 th-eentury  Christo- 
logieal debates. In  w hat follows, we will observe th a t Mareellus o f  Aneyra, 
Athanasius (in part), and G regory o f  Nyssa would take the second option, 
bu t this raised the question o f how this passage could still he taken as a 
reference to the eternal generation o f the Son. T he th ird  option  was the 
one tha t the Arian party  would typically take; Origen, however, rejected 
it explicitly, because it implies th a t there was a tim e tha t the Son did not 
exist. As result, O rigen settled for the fourth  option, even though to some 
it may have appeared as contrived.

Origen’s reflections on Prov 8 set the stage for the 4 ^ c e n tu r y  Trinitar- 
ian debates. Seven years before the Council o f N icea (325), Arius ( 2 5 0 /5 6 -  

336), condem ned by an Alexandrian synod, fled to the northw est o f today’s 
Turkey, to his friend, Eusebius o f N icom edia, who at one tim e may have 
been his fellow student. W ishing to  re tu rn  to Alexandria, Arius w rote a 
le tte r a le tte r to his bishop, Alexander o f Alexandria, from  N icom edia in 
the year 3 2 0 . Arius asked to be reinstated  as a priest in Alexandria, w ith 
recognition for his Christological views. H is le tte r to Bishop Alexander 
begins — as a typical creedal formula w ould—w ith the words: “We know one 
G od.”** T he creedal le tte r was Arius’s confession o f faith, in tended to  serve 
as a word o f self-defense.ال  It contains several references to Prov 8. Arius 
insists th a t when, in eternity, G od begot an “only-begotten son,” the result 
was an “im m utable and unchangeable perfect f e a tu r e  o f G od.” Eurther- 
more, Arius m aintains tha t the Son had been “created by the will o f G od 
before rimes and ages.” 23 A rius’s creation language obviously echoes Prov 
8. T he Father, by his “will”—language tha t O rigen had also used—“created” 
or “established” the Son “before the ages.” 24 Arius’s creedal statem ent used 
a lot o f “begetting” (gennao) language. T he Son was “an offspring” (gennëma), 
Arius m aintained, bu t no t as one o f those bo rn T آ2. he Son, he explained, 
was “begotten  rimelessly.”^  Clearly, Arius was referencing Prov 8:25: “Be- 
fore the m ountains were founded, before the all the hills, he begets m e.” 
Arius appeared convinced th a t the pro-N icene claim o f the Son’s consub- 
stanriality w ith  the Eather flew directly in the face o f the language o fw . 22

21. Cf. John Behr, The Nicene Faith, vol. 2/1 o f The Formation ofChristian Theology (Crest- 
wood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Pre$s, 2001), 150.

22. For Arius’s letter, see “Arius’s Letter to Alexander of Alexandria,” in The Trinitarian 
Controversy, ed. and trans. William G. Rusch (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1 2 و8ه,) و1-و . For an anal- 
ysis, see Thomas Böhm, “The Exegesis of Arius: Biblieal Attitude and Systematie Formation,” 
in Handbook ofPatristic Exegesis: The Bible in Ancient Christianity, ed. Charles Kannengiesser 
et ai. (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 687-705 (esp. pp. 6 4 و2-و ).

23. Rusch, ed., ‘Arius’s Letter,” 31.
24. Ibid., 31-32.
25. Cf. j. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, 3rd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2014), 237.
26. Rusch, ed., “Arius’s Letter,” 32.
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and 23: “T he Lord ereated (ektisen) m e” and “established (ethemeliösen) m e.” 
T he two key verbs seemed to make it obvious to Arius tha t Christ, as the 
eternal W isdom  o f C od, was a creature, whieh had been established by God. A 
elear difference in origin and hence also in rank betw een the Father and the 
Son appeared to  he implied. It would only stand to reason, then, tha t when 
V 25 states, “he begets (gennai) m e,” this, too, implies tha t before this beget- 
ting, the Son did no t exist—which is exactly the conclusion th a t Arius drew.

It is understandable tha t Frov 8 featured prom inently in the Arian de- 
bates. T he Arian side kept pressing w hat they thought was the obvious 
or plain reading o f the tex t—which, as a result, became the key poin t o f 
dispute w ith  the pro-N icene party  The Arianizing theologian, Eusebius o f 
Caesarea (ca. 263-339), pressed the need for literal exegesis in a sharp de- 
bate w ith Marcellus o f Ancyra (280-374). Marcellus was a strong opponent 
o f Asterius the Sophist (d. ca. 341) and o ther Arian theologians, whom  he 
denounced in his book. Against Asterius, w ritten  shortly after the Council 
o f N icea (325). Asterius, as an ally o f Arius, made essentially three Christo- 
logical c l a im s .T h e  first was tha t G od had created his Son, or the W ord, 
before he created anything else, so tha t the W ord could subsequently func- 
tion as G od’s m edium  in creating the rest o f creation. The W ord, therefore, 
was a pretem poral creation o f God. The second claim was tha t the Son had 
to learn how to serve as this medium; he had to  learn how to create the 
rest o f the world. And the final claim was th a t the Father’s own, internal 
W ord should no t be confused w ith G od’s Son, who in Scripture also gets 
the designation o f “W ord.” The result is th a t Asterius seemed to posit two 
“W ords”: G od’s own, proper W ord, which was internal to him, as well as 
the Son or the W ord through whom  G od created the world. It is the la tter 
whose proper divinity Asterius disputed.

A lthough Marcellus —along w ith Athanasius and o th e rs—was a strong 
opponent o f Asterius, he became m ost well-known, not for his pro-N icene 
stance, bu t for his heterodox eschatological views (though M arcellus re- 
garded the two as closely linked). Because o f his strong convictions regard- 
ing the unity o f the eternal W ord o f G od w ith the Father, Marcellus could 
no t accept th a t the hum an nature o f C hrist would have an abiding place 
in the eternal kingdom. O ne day, G od would be “all in all” (1 C or 15:28), 
and this implied, according to Marcellus, th a t the kingship o f C hrist—and 
^ r h a p s  also his hum an n a tu re—would then  come to an e n d .^  M arcellus’s 
position was condem ned by the Council o f ( ^ s ta n t in o p le  (381), which

27. Asterius’s position €an be deduced in part from Athanasius’s writings. For the three 
elaims of Asterius, I am following Allan Fee Clayton, “The Orthodox Recovery of a Heretical 
?roof-Text: Athanasius of Alexandria’s Interpretation of Froverbs 8:22-30 in Conflict with the 
Arians” (Ph.D. diss., Southern Methodist University, 1988), 275-82.

28. Cf. Christopher A. Beeley, The Unity of Christ: Continuity and Conflict in the Patristic 
Tradition (New Haven, CT: Tale University Press, 2012), 78; Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 90.
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added to the Creed the words “whose kingdom  shall have no end.” Ironi- 
cally, M areellus’s deviating views on the eonsum m ation directly resulted 
from  his stringent opposition to the Arian cause.

As a pro-N icene theologian, Marcellus may well have thought tha t Ori- 
gen’s exegesis o f Prov 8:22-25 insufficiently safeguarded the full divinity 
o f the Son. Origen, after all, had in terpreted  the word created in V 22 as a 
reference to the generation o f the eternal W ord o f God. To he sure, he had 
added tha t this word referred only indirectly to the Son and tha t it was really 
the preexistent creatures th a t were in view in V. 22. But M arcellus prob- 
ably w orried th a t this exegetical qualification would not have come across 
very convincingly in debate w ith Asterius and o ther Arians. In o ther words, 
O rigen’s exegesis could easily be m orphed into a subordinationist read- 
ing o f the text. Marcellus, therefore, took a different approach, one tha t 
Athanasius and G regory o f Nyssa would later adopt as well. Marcellus took 
V 22 as a reference to the incarnate Christ. K haled Anatolios s u m m a r i z e s  

M arcellus’s position  as follows: “M arcellus dealt w ith Prov 8:22 by locat- 
ing the ‘creation for the sake o f the w orks’ at the po in t o f the incarnation 
and not in the absolute origin o f the divinity of the preexistent C hrist.” 
Marcellus, in short, transferred the reference o f Prov 8:22 from  theology 
(the Trinitarian life)—where Origen had located i t—to the econom y (the 
history o f salvation).

Eusebius o f Caesarea, in his books Against Marcellus and Ecclesiastical 
Theology (both w ritten  b e ^ e e n  337 and 339), vehem ently attacked Marcel- 
lus. 3° Sympathetic to the Arian cause, the bishop o f Caesarea believed tha t 
Prov 8:22-25 could easily be read as referring in its en tirety  to the eternal 

’ betw een the Father and the Son. T h a t is, unlike Marcellus,
Eusebius followed O rigen’s line o f thought and took  the verbs “created,” 
“established,” and “begets” all as references to the Son’s pretem poral origin 
in the Father. Marcellus, so it appeared to Eusebius, simply did no t do jus- 
tice to  the “obvious” (procheirou) sense o f the tex t.أو Eusebius’s main objec- 
tion  to M arcellus’s exegesis, explains C hristopher Beeley, is tha t the latter 
“strays from  the plain and obvious sense o f the text and is ignorant o f the 
story tha t has been narrated .”^  In short, the Arian trad ition  o f Eusebius 
and others highlighted the “plain” reading o f the text and balked at the al- 
legorizing tendencies o f the pro-N icene party.

Furtherm ore, according to  Eusebius —and here he parted  ways w ith 
O rigen and aligned him self w ith  A sterius—one had to  distinguish betw een 
the W ord th a t was internal to  the Eather’s own being and the subordinate

29. Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 95.
30. Cf. the account in Joseph T. Lienhard, Contra Marcellum: Marcellus of Ancyra and 

Fourth-Century Theology (Washington, DC: Catholic University o f America ?ress, 1999),
104־35·

31. Eusebius, Against Marcellus, 1.2; as quoted in Beeley, Unity ofChrist, 329 n. 44.
32. Beeley, Unity ofChrist, 79.
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W isdom  or Son o f G od through whom  G od had created the world. I t was 
the latter, Eusebius m aintained, to w hich Prov 8:22-25 referred. 33 Eusebius, 
unlike Origen, distinguished b e ^ e e n  the internal W ord o f the Father and 
C hrist as the created W isdom  o f God. Also unlike Origen, Eusebius main- 
tained th a t the word “created” in V. 22 speaks directly of the eternal Son o f 
G od him self (rather than o f creatures preexisting eternally in the Son o f 
God). Eusebius thereby introduced the subordinarionism  th a t Origen had 
kept at bay in his exegesis o f the passage.

A t h a n a s i u s : I n t e r p r e t i v e  S t r a t e g ie s

T he Arian use o f Prov 8 pu t the pro-N icene party  on the defensive. St. 
Athanasius (ca. 2 و6-و7ؤ ) was forced to deal w ith the passage in his dispute 
w ith the Arians, because his opponents kept using it as an argument. O n 
several occasions, Athanasius em barked on an extensive discussion o f the 
passage. H e did so particularly in two writings: the Second Discourse against 
the Arians (the various segments probably dating from  betw een 337 and 342) 
and On the Nicene Council (also known as De decretis, dating from around 353), 
bo th  o f which give evidence o f how Athanasius read the Scriptures.

The m ost no tew orthy—as well as m ost controversial—aspect o f Atha- 
nasius’s rebuttal o f the A rians’ in terpretation  o f Prov 8 was the י ’
cast o f his exegetical approach. Challenged by the Arians’ claim th a t the 
three verbs o f Prov 8:22-25—“create,” “establish,” and “beget”—m ust all 
have one and the same poin t o f reference, Athanasius disputes his oppo- 
nen ts’ in terpretive starting-point: “We m ust n o t,” he avers in his Second 
Discourse,

expound [these proverbs} nakedly in their first sense, but we must 
inquire into the person (prosöpon), and thus religiously put the sense 
on it. Eor what is said in proverbs is not said plainly (ekphanerou), but 
is put forth latently (دkekrummenôs), as the Lord himself has taught us 
in the Gospel according to John, saying, “These things have I spoken 
unto you in proverbs, but the time eometh when I shall no more speak 
unto you in proverbs, but o pen !/’ [John 16:25}.34

Athanasius does two things in this passage. First, he inquires after the per- 
son (prosöpon) to w hich the text alludes —a poin t to w hich we will re turn  
shortly. Second, he m aintains th a t we will gain insight into the identity  
o f this person if we keep in m ind the genre o f the text. Proverbs, argues 
Athanasius, dem and from us th a t we not look for the “plain” or “m anifest” 
(ek phanerou) meaning. Instead, they give us the ir in tended meaning in a

33. For a olear overview, see ibid., 77-83.
34. Athanasius, Four Discourses against the Arians, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, seeond 

series, vol. 4, ed. Archibald Robertson (1891; repr., Feabody, MA: Hendriekson, 1994), §2.44
(p· ث7ء )·
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“la ten t” or “hidden” m anner ikekrummenös). Accordingly, we should no t ex- 
plain them  as though they were given “plainly,” lest, Athanasius insists, “by 
a ؛aise in terpretation  we w ander from the tru th .” 35

As we will see, by insisting tha t we should move from  the “plain” to  the 
“hidden” meaning o f the text, Athanasius suggests th a t the Christological 
reality o f the econom y o f salvation lies hidden in the text. W hereas the 
Arians insisted on a “plain” reading o f the text as referring to a pretem po- 
ral origin o f the created W isdom  o f God, Athanasius tu rned  to the N T  to 
find there the reality o f the  C hrist who is only obliquely h inted  at in the 
W isdom  o f the book o f Proverbs. H e was convinced, in o ther words, tha t 
proverbs serve as sacram ental containers for a reality tha t fully comes into 
the open w hen G od reveals him self in the Incarnation o f Jesus Christ.

Among the m ost notable positions tha t Athanasius staked out herm e- 
neutically is tha t biblical exegesis m ust be faithful to w hat the early church 
called the “canon o f tru th ,” or its “rule o f faith”—the basic Trinitarian and 
Christological confession o f the c h u rc h .A th a n a s iu s ’s starting-point for 
in terp re ta tion  was th a t the Scriptures had their place w ithin the church 
and thus should be read in line w ith the church’s basic confession. In o ther 
words, the sacram ental reality o f G od’s revelation in Jesus C h ris t—con- 
fessed in the rule o f fa ith —rightly stam ped one’s exegesis o f the biblical 
text. Frances Young, in her 2002 book, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation 
ofChristian Culture, makes the com m ent: “Athanasius is confident tha t his 
in terpretation  is correct because he has received insight into the ‘m ind’ of 
scripture through the Canon o f Truth received from  his predecessors .” 37 
Athanasius’s reading o f Scripture in line w ith  the rule o f faith implies tha t 
from the outset some readings—in particular the Arian readings —are ex- 
eluded as exegerical possibilities. This is no t to say th a t Athanasius was not 
guided by the Scriptures or th a t he simply imposed his own, preconceived 
opinions on the text; his m eticulous exegesis clearly proves differently. It 
is te  say, however, th a t w hen one already knew the overall m ind (dianoia) 
o f Scripture from  the rule o f faith, this inevitably ruled out in terpretations 
th a t were in conflict w ith  it. For Athanasius, the tru th  o f Jesus C hrist, as 
the reality o f the biblical witness confessed in the church’s te le  o f faith, 
governed the plausibility (or lack thereof) o f one’s in terp re ta tion  o f the 
biblical text.

Athanasius engaged in a form o f exegesis, therefore, th a t was, at least 
te  some extent, predeterm ined: it was shaped by w hat he believed te  be 
the basic tru th  o f the gospel, namely, the rule o f faith. In o ther words,

35. Ibid.
For a helpfol overview of patristie understandings o .و6 f the rule of faith, see D. H. 

Williams, ed., Tradition, Scripture, and Interpretation: A Sourcebook of the Ancient Church (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Aeademie, 2006), ة7־־7و .

37· Young, Biblical Exegesis, 44-45.
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Athanasius’s exegesis was influenced by his creedal position؛ in terpretation  
was theologica] in nature. John  Behr provocatively puts it as follows: “T he 
true ‘sense’ o f the text, therefore, is no t determ ined by such m odern con- 
sidérations as its history, redaction, or literary setting, but by the apostolic 
perspective w hich sees Scripture . . . as referring to C hrist.”م  Perhaps Behr 
exaggerates slightly; as we will see, Athanasius was quite in terested  in ques- 
tions o f genre, and he applied various technical interpretive strategies to 
the biblical text. N onetheless, Behr makes an im portan t point: Athanasius 
was no t in terested  in the h istory  behind the text, and he was convinced 
tha t the in terp re ta tion  o f the Scriptures could be faithful and true only 
if it was in line w ith  the confession o f the chu rch־ in line, th a t is, w ith  
the rule o f faith, which centers on the Triune G od revealed in Jesus C hrist 
through the spirit.

Allan C layton’s excellent 1988 dissertation  on A thanasius’s use o f 
Prov 8 points to  several herm eneutical strategies th a t the A lexandrian 
bishop consciously employed. O ne o f them  is w hat Clayton calls the “tri- 
partite  exegetical form ula .” 39 According to Clayton, Athanasius, in read- 
ing the text, looked for three elements: tim e (ikairos), person (prosöpon), and 
purpose ipragma)A° Clayton makes clear th a t A thanasius’s use o f these 
three elem ents was an adaptation o f a well-known contem porary rhetori- 
cal approach. W ith  regard to time, a biblical passage could speak either o f 
the im m anent Trinity (theology) or o f the h istory  o f salvation (economy). 
If  the  “tim e” referred to the im m anent Trinity, this in tu rn  shed light on 
how to read the passage Christologically. T he “person” referred to in the 
passage would then  be the eternally preexistent Son o f God. If, however, 
the “tim e” was the econom y o f salvation, this m eant tha t the “person” o f 
the passage was the Son o f G od in the flesh. It was the task o f the exegete, 
according to Athanasius, to divide or partition  statem ents regarding Christ 
b e ^ e e n  those th a t refer to the im m anent Trinity and those th a t refer to 
the econom y of salvation. Behr, in his three-volume work, The Nicene Faith, 
refers to this as “partitive exegesis.”^1 Passages th a t allude to the eternity  
o f the preexistent Son use “absolute term s,” according to Athanasius, and 
as a result they do no t m ention any “purpose.” In contrast, passages tha t 
speak o f the economy o f the incarnate Son o f G od typically include a ref- 
erence to our salvation as the purpose o f the Incarnation. Trying to come 
to grips w ith A thanasius’s exegetical approach, therefore, we need to keep 
in m ind tha t he entered the text differently than we typically do today. H e 
approached the tex t w ith  this question: w hat does it say about the three

38. Behr, Nicene Faith, 2/1:208-9.
39. For this discussion, I rely on Clayton, “Orthodox Recovery,” 220-32.
4 0 . In addition to Clayton, see also Behr, Nicene Faith, 2 /1 :208-15 . A th a n a s iu s  also re- 

ferred to the purpose of a text as its “cause” (aitia) or “need” (1chreia).
41. Ibid., 210, 212.



4 Journal ofTheological Interpretation 10.1 (2016) ل

elem ents tha t rhetoricians tell us are o f particular im portance w ith respect 
to u n d e r s ta t in g  the text?

Athanasius’s in terpreta tion  was also heavily dependent on the scope or 
in tention  {skopos) o f a particular passage.4ق M uch like “tim e” and “person” 
could refer e ither to the preexistent Son or to the incarnate Son in the 
economy o f salvation, so also the “scope” or overall in ten tion  o f Scripture 
was twofold:

^٠١٧ the scope and character of Holy Scripture, as we have often said, 
is th is—it contains a double account of the Saviour; that He was ever 
God, and is the Son, being the Father’s Word and Radiance and Wis- 
dom; and that afterwards for us He took flesh of a Virgin, Mary Bearer 
of God, and was made man. And this scope is to be found throughout 
inspired Scripture, as the Lord Himself has said, “Search the Scrip- 
tures, for they are they which testify of M e .” 43

For Athanasius, the scope or overall purpose o f Scripture was Christologi- 
cal. T he Scriptures testify to Christ. The task o f the exegete, therefore, was 
to try  to understand how a given passage referred to Christ.

Clayton makes clear th a t searching for the skopos o f a w ork was very 
m uch a neo-Flatonic preoccupation. T he neo-Flatonist philosopher, lam- 
blichus (ca. 245-ca. 325), had argued tha t one should tu rn  from  the many to 
the One, no t only in c o sm o lo ^  but also in interpretation . As Clayton puts 
it: “N eoplatonism ’s f im d a m e n ^  philosophical im perative was to  discern 
how the One was in the M any at every stage o f reality. Iamblichus thought 
this im perative could function as an exegerical device as well.” 44 Just as 
there was unity in the m ultiplicity o f the cosmos, so the single skopos o f a 
work, its overall in tent, could be discovered in its many parts. 45

Athanasius’s ̂؛ p ro p ria tio n  o f the neo-Platonic concern for the skopos 
o f a passage fit well w ith  his in terest in trying to locate the elem ents o f 
“tim e,” “person ,” and “purpose.” This triad, explains Clayton, was “the 
means by which the skopos was discovered.”4ه It will be clear tha t this neo- 
Platonic in te rest—the a ttem p t to find unity in the m idst o f m ultiplicity— 
lent itself to a e m m e n ta l  approach to in terpretation: for early Christians, 
exegesis was the attem pt to find the spiritual, Christological po in t o f unity 
in the m idst o f the historical m ultiplicity o f the O T  text. Christ, ^ c o rd in g

42. Here I rely on Clayton, “Orthodox Reeovery,” 232-51. Cf. also Feter3. Leithart, Atha- 
nasius (Grand Rapids: Baker Aeademie, 2011), 39-41. The skopos was of great signifieanee also 
to Gregory of Nyssa. See Hans Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue in Gregory ofNyssa: An Ana- 
gogical Approach (Oxford: Oxford University Fress, 2013), 7 7 م־7 , and passim.

43. Athanasius, Four Discourses, §3.29 (p. 409); emphasis added.
44. Clayton, “Orthodox Reeovery,” 236.
45. Ibid., 242.
46. Ibid., 250.
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to Athanasius, is the skopos o f the biblieal text, and the referenee to W is- 
dom  in the book o f Proverbs m ust be read accordingly.

E x e g e s i s  I  AND 2

Faced w ith the argum ent th a t the word “created” in Prov 8:22 demands 
a subordinationist Christology, Athanasius distinguishes betw een theology 
and econom y He applies this distinction in § § 4 - 6 0  of his Second Discourse. 
Clayton, building on Charles Kannengiesser, refers to this as “Exegesis 1” 
(which is followed by a different in terpretation , which he labels “Exege- 
sis 2”). 47 ^ r o u g h o u t  § § 4 4 - 6 0 ,  in presenting Exegesis I, Athanasius uses 
the theology-econom y distinction in fes explanation o f Prov 8: he applies 
his “partitive exegesis” to the three verbs in question. Athanasius places 
the words “created” and “established” (w. 22 and 23) under the rubric o f the 
economy, while classifying the word “begets” (v. 25) under th a t o f theology. 
“For had [the Son] been a creature,” explains Athanasius w ith reference to 
V  25, “He had not said, ‘H e begets m e,’” for the creatures are from  w ithout, 
and are works o f the Maker; bu t the Offspring is no t from  w ithout nor a 
work, bu t from  the Father, and proper to H is essence.”4ة From eternity, 
according to the Alexandrian bishop, the Son was bego tten —not created 
or established —and as such he is o f the same essence as the Father.

By way o f support, A thanasius points to a peculiarity in V. 22: “The 
Lord created me as the beginning o f his way,fyr his works.” A lthough the 
W ord has existed from  all eternity  (“in the beginning was the W ord”- J o h n  
1:1), it is much later, in the Incarnation, tha t he is “sent 'for the works' and 
the Econom y towards them .” 49 According to Athanasius, then, the Incar- 
nation in the e c o ^ m y  o f salvation happened “for G od’s w orks.” In time, in 
history, the W ord was created “for us,” says Athanasius, for “if H e was no t 
created for us, we are no t created in Him; and, if  no t created in H im , we 
have H im  no t in ourselves but externally; as, for instance, receiving instruc- 
tion  from  H im  as from  a teacher.”؟° Athanasius here appeals to St. Paul’s 
use o f  “creation” language: “For we are G od’s w orkm anship, created in 
C hrist Jesus” (Eph 2:10). G od “creating” wisdom in Prov 8:22 must refer to 
the Incarnation, argues Athanasius, or else we are no t created in Christ and 
so are no t truly saved. Pu t differently, by linking C hrist’s “creation” in the 
econom y o f salvation to our “creation” in C hrist, Athanasius underscores

47. As outlined in Clayton, “Orthodox Reeovery,” 237-74. The division b e^ een  Exe- 
gesis I and Exegesis 2 is derived from Charles Kannengiesser, Athanase d ’Alexandrie évêque et 
écrivain: Une lecture des traités “contre les Ariensy Théologie historique 7ه  (Paris: Beauehesne,
1 9 8 3 )·

48. Athanasius, Four Discourses, 2.57 (p· و?و )·
49· Ibid., 2.51 (p. 376); emphasis added.
50. Ibid., 2.36 (p. 378).
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th a t our relationship to C hrist is participatory  rather than just external in 
character.

The Alexandrian theologian does m uch the same w ith  the word “es- 
tablished” in y. 23 (“Before the ages, he established me in the beginning”). 
“This too ,” explains Athanasius, “is said after the way o f proyerbs.”؟* Ac- 
cordingly, he com m ents, “W isdom  Itse lf is founded for us, th a t It may 
become beginning and foundation o f our new creation and renewal.”؟* Be- 
cause G od founded or t a b l i s h e d  W is d o m ^ r  us andfor our salvation, the 
term  established ox founded m ust refer to the economy, the Incarnation—not 
to th e o lo ^ , the eternal im^er-Trinitarian hfe. As Athanasius explains, “T he 
Lord also did no t w hen founded take a beginning o f existence; for He was 
the  W ord before that; bu t w hen H e pu t on our body, w hich H e severed 
and took from  Mary, then  He says, ‘He hath  founded m e.’”؟؟ Athanasius’s 
argum ent at this po in t is som ewhat less than convincing: it is essentially an 
argum ent from  silence. H e points out tha t the text does not say, “Before the 
ages, he established me as Word or Son” fes a reference to Trinitarian rela- 
tions) bu t simply “he established m e.” The point, argues Athanasius, is tha t 
this founding was fo r  us, in line w ith the Pauline statem ent, “For no one can 
fey any foundation o ther than  the one already laid, which is Jesus C hrist” 
(1 Cor و11مر:  We are precious stones built into a tem ple on the foundation o f 
Jesus Christ. 4؟ Using a strategy o f “associative” reading—w hat theologians 
today m ight call “in tertextual echoes”—Athanasius takes the Christologi- 
cal “creation” and “foundation” discourse from  elsewhere in Scripture (Eph 
2 :1 0 ; I  C or 3:11) to support his position  th a t this same language in Prov 
8 :2 2 -2 3  refers to the econom y o f G o d  By contrast, Athanasius sees the ؟؟.
“begetting” language ofv. 25 as referring to the inner hfe o f G od itself, the 
im m anent Trinity. 6؟

Just as it seems th a t we have arrived at the conclusion o f the exposi- 
tion, Athanasius starts all over again. Bett^een § § 7 7  and 7 8 , a break appears 
in his exposition, and it is at this po in t tha t he moves to Exegesis 2. 7؟ This

51. Ibid., 2.74 (p. 388).
52. I b id . ,  2 .73  (p■ 3ةة )·

53· Ibid., 2.74 (p . و8و ).
54. Ibid., 2.74 (p. 388).
55. Ancient readers, explain John j. O’Keefe and R. R. Reno, relished verbal associa- 

tions between different passages, whicb allowed them to leap from one passage to the next. 
O’Keefe and Reno see this approach as increasing both the breadth and the depth of bibli- 
cal interpretation (،Sanctified Vision: An Introduction to Early Christian Interpretation ofthe Bible 
!Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 268 - 63 هه5رل  ).

56. St. Augustine, similarly, applies V  22 to the Son in the form of a servant and V  25 to 
the Son in the form of God (The Trinity, vol. 1/5 o f The Works of Saint Augustine: A  Translationfor 
the 21st Century, trans. and ed. Edmund Hill, 2nd ed. {Hyde Park, NY: New City, 1990], 1.12.24
{pp. 87-881).

57. Clayton, “Orthodox Recovery,” 282-88.
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second sec tion—com paratively b rie f—takes a ra ther different approach 
to  the same biblical passage. So different are the two interpretations tha t 
Charles K annengiesser has suggested tha t Athanasius w rote the original 
version o f his Discourse b e ^ e e n  his first and second exiles (337-39), while 
w riting the final few paragraphs (along w ith  the preface) som ewhat later, 
during his second exile (340-42).ص Be this as it may, it is clear tha t we have 
here, side by side, two quite different in terpretations o f Prov 8.

T he main difference betw een Exegesis I and 2 concerns the way in 
w hich the two approaches connect the second elem ent o f  the “tripartite  
exegetical form ula” (the iden tity  o f the person or prosopori) to w . 22 and 
23. As we have seen, according to Exegesis I ,  the “creating” and “establish- 
ing” language o f these two verses refers to the Incarnation and thus to the 
economy o f salvation; in this context, Athanasius speaks about salvation in 
term s o f Incarnation and our inclusion in C hrist’s “creation” and “found- 
ing.” Exegesis 2 has a ra ther different theological focus. H ere, Athanasius 
speaks o f G od’s W isdom  as the Image o f  God. This W isdom , explains 
the Alexandrian bishop, came to us no t just in the Incarnation but earlier 
already in our initial creation as hum an beings: from  the beginning, the 
impress o f G od’s W isdom  placed its stamp on us as created in W isdom ’s 
image. W h at Athanasius does here is to read the Genesis narrative Chris- 
tologically. T he reason, he explains, whyv. 22 speaks o f W isdom  as if it were 
created is tha t hum an beings—who are actually created and who carry her 
stam p —reflect W isdom . As a result, we may predicate, ’ as it
were, “creation” language also o f G od’s eternal W isdom  Clayton puts it وت.
as follows:

Erom this angle, Wisdom, contemplating the creation of her image 
in all creation, says that she was herself “created” in Prov 8:22. It is 
not that Wisdom was in fact “created”; but since her image was “ere- 
ated” in humans upon their creation, she can metaphorically speak 
of herself as “created” (CA 2.78). The parallel texts are M att 10:40 
(،،He who receives you receives me . ٠ .”) and Acts 9:4 (“Saul, why do 
you persecute me?”; CA 2.78, 80). The reception or persecution of 
a disciple is the same as receiving or persecuting the Lord himself 
because the Lord’s impress is on the disciple. Likewise, the creation 
of beings tam p ed  with the impress of Wisdom is the creation ofW is- 
dom herself. Prov 8:22 is a testimony to the intimate interconnection 
of image and archetype.

T he person (prosopori) of V. 22, according to Exegesis 2, is the eternal W is- 
dom o f G od (to whom, in some way, we a ttribu te  hum an characteristics).

58. See ibid., 255.
59. Athanasius, Four Discourses, 2.78-79 (pp. و9ه־9ل)م
60. Clayton, “Orthodox Reeovery,” 284.
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T he im plication is that, according to A thanasius’s Exegesis 2, V. 22 places us 
in the realm o f theology, no t tha t o f the economy.

Likewise, the “establishing” or “founding” o f W isdom  in V. 23, does not, 
in Exegesis 2, refer to the Incarnation. Also here, there is a shift b e ^ e e n  
Exegesis I and 2 from  the Incarnation to creation. Athanasius now main- 
tains th a t the language o f “e ta b lish in g ” implies th a t “the works rem ain 
settled  and eternal.”6* T he reason for this is, again, th a t eternal W isdom  
has im printed her image on creation. The one who is truly eternally “estab- 
lished” and as such immovable, is o f course the eternal Son o f G od him self 
But because the Son o f G od allows the creation, as his image, to participate 
in his wisdom, G od’s works can also be said to be “settled and eternal.” In V. 

23, as in V. 22, therefore, the focus turns from the Incarnation to the image 
o f G od in creation, and in bo th  cases, the exegesis pivots on the notion  
o f the image o f God, which links creation w ith C h risto lo^ . According to 
Exegesis 2, bo th  w . 22 and 23 refer to  theology rather than to the economy: 
we may say tha t W isdom  is “created” and “established” inasmuch as the ere- 
ation is “created” and “established.” T he image o f G od in his works allows 
us to transfer these notions from  foe creature to eternal W isdom itself. The 
only exegetical point th a t remains the same betw een Exegesis I and 2 is the 
“begetting” language o f V. 25: in Exegesis 2, it continues to refer to W isdom  
as the eternally begotten  Son o f foe E a th er.^

T he overall result o f A thanasius’s shift is th a t in Exegesis 2, each o f 
foe three verbs—created, founded, and begets— refers prim arily to the eternal 
Son o f God. T h a t is, in each verse the person (prosöpon) is one and foe same. 
T he reference is now to the inner Trinitarian life (theology) ra ther than 
to the salvific work o f Christ (economy). By making this shift, Athanasius 
achieved two purposes. Eirst, he underscored the participatory  link be- 
tween C hrist and his creature. In Exegesis 2, the focus is on the participa- 
tion  o f foe image o f G od in its eternal prototype. A hanasius’s basic claim 
(in explaining w . 22 and 23) is tha t hum an beings, since they are created in 
the image o f God, participate in the W isdom  o f God. The focus here is not 
on C hrist’s work in and through the econom y o f salvation. R ather than  em- 
phasize soteriology, Athanasius now focuses on creation and explains tha t 
Prov 8:22-23 refers to the works o f creation (especially hum an beings) as 
sharing in the eternal wisdom and knowledge o f the Son. ft is the image o f 
G od that allows us to predicate o f the Son language (such as “created m e” 
and “established m e”) that, properly speaking, is true only o f the creature. 
We already saw O rigen make a similar exegetical move, when he suggested 
that, according to V 22 , the  creatures were created despite foe tex t’s claim 
th a t Wisdom was created. This approach o f Origen and Athanasius fits re- 
markably well w ith Augustine’s later totus Christus theology, which would

61. Athanasius, Four Discourses, 2.8 ه  (p. 392).
62. Ibid., 2.80 (p. 392).
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also predicate o f C hrist w hat is true o f the ereature, and w hieh would 
also use Aets 9 (“Saul, Saul, why are you ^ rse c u tin g m e ? ”) to illustrate the 
point.

Seeond, w ith  Exegesis 2, Athanasius dealt a blow to the exegesis o f 
his Arian opponents. It will he recalled th a t they in terpreted  the three 
words in question to  the Father creating, establishing, or begetting a Son 
before tim e, thereby reducing the Son’s status to th a t o f a mediating, less 
than folly divine creature. Perhaps the greatest drawback o ^ th a n a s iu s ’s 
Exegesis I  is tha t it introduced a split betw een w . 22-23 a s  s p e a k i n g  of the 
econom y and V. 25 as referring to theology proper. This use o f “partitive 
exegesis” can hardly have satisfied Athanasius. I t is one thing to insist tha t 
a text may refer either to theology or to foe economy; it is another to divide 
up three verbs in close proxim ity according to different persons o rprosöpa. 
Exegesis 2 fixed this difficulty. Athanasius still used here the traditional, 
Iam blichian m ode o f exegesis, asking to w hich person (prosöpon) foe text 
refers. But by assigning each o f foe three verbs to foe eternal Son o f God, 
Athanasius reinforced the coherence o f the passage as a whole. W h a t is 
more, in a m asterstroke, he now followed no t only Origen, bu t also the 
entire Arian tradition  in attributing foe three verbs to theology rather than 
to the economy. And by doing this, he dem onstrated tha t it was possible to 
read foe entire passage in term s o f “theology” w ithout lapsing into subor- 
dinationism . Athanasius m ust have thought he was defeating the Arians on 
their own turf, namely, tha t o f a strictly “theological” reading o fw . 22-23.

Interestingly, it appears th a t Athanasius was conten t to have Exegesis I 

and 2 stand side by side, as two com plem entary readings o f the text. Atha- 
nasius, C layton rightly insists, believed th a t “words could have m ultiple 
meanings,” since

passages were capable of sustaining two different interpretations. One 
exposition focused on the eternal Son while the other centered on his 
economic enfleshment. It was the “nature” or “essence” of Christ— 
that his one divine nature had existed both eternally in the bosom of 
the Eather and incarnately in m an—that enabled the exegete to treat 
scriptural language as signs that derived their meaning from the sym- 
bols to which they pointed. 64

Clayton suggests th a t partitive exegesis made it possible for St. Athanasius 
to allow for bo th  in terpretations (“th e o lo ^ ” and “econom y”) o fw . 22 and 
23 at foe same tim e. This may well be correct, though I suspect we will 
never quite know why it is th a t Athanasius kept bo th  in terpreta tions o f

63. Jason Byassee makes the eomment that Augustine’s eommentary on the psalms pres- 
ents “a ‘christo-ecelesiologieal’ form of exegesis, premised on the totus Christus, the ‘whole 
Christ,’ who speaks throughout the ?salter” (Praise Seeking Understanding: Reading the Psa/ms 
with Augustine [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 263 , هه7ل )·

64· Clayton, “Orthodox Recovery,” 249.
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the passage alongside each o ther in his Second Discourse. In any case, this 
juxtaposition o f the two approaches does make clear th a t he took  the 
“hidden” meaning o f the proverbs seriously. For Athanasius, the genre o f a 
proverb m eant tha t the text does no t speak “plainly” {ekphanerou). Because 
proverbs give us their in tended meaning in a “hidden” way 0kekrummenös), 
they call no t for a scientific determ ination  o f the one meaning but for a 
theological exploration o f its Christological dep th  in line w ith the church’s 
rule o f faith. T he la tter approach, it seems, allowed for various exegetical 
options to stand unresolved beside each other. For Athanasius, bo th  read- 
ings o f the tex t were orthodox, in line w ith  the rule o f faith, and as such 
at least potentially  legitim ate as explorations o f the hidden, sacram ental 
meaning o f Frov 8.

G r e g o r y  o f  N y s s a : T u r n i n g  t h e  P e a c o c k

Gregory o f Nyssa (ca. 335-ca. 394) was forced to  deal w ith Prov 8 in de- 
bate w ith Eunomius o f Cyzicus (d. ca. 393), a theologian from Cappadocia 
and a student o f the well-known neo-Arian theologian, A e tiu s .E u n o m iu s  
m aintained in his Apology (ca. 360) th a t only the first o f the three divine 
beings was “unbegotten” {agennëtos), and th a t this term , as applied to  the 
Father, defined the divine essence. ̂  Because the Son was unbegotten, he 
was unlike the Father and no t properly divine. Because o f his insistence 
tha t the Son is unlike (anomoios) the Father, Eunomius is often regarded as 
the leader o f the so-called A nom oians .^7 Eunom ius’s own writings are no 
longer extant, bu t we can partially reconstruct them  ftom  the refutations 
w ritten  by Basil (particularly his Against Eunomius, w ritten  shortly after the 
publication o f Eunom ius’s Apology) and from  the three books Against Euno- 
mius published by his younger brother, G regory o f Nyssa, shortly after the 
Council o f Constantinople (381), in which he took over the baton from his 
elder b ro ther after the la tte r’s death in 379.68

65. Tim©thy D. Barnes ©b؛ects t© the label “ne©־Arians” on the grounds that the views 
of Aetius and Eun©mius were altogether new and as such must be underst©©d against their 
©wn intellectual backgrounds a generati©n after Arius cAthanasius and Constantins: Theology and 
Politics in the Constantinian Empire: Theology and Politics in the Constantinian Empire [Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University ?ross, 9 ل99او, 1و ). It may be true that the c©nflicts with Aetius and 
Eun©mius reflect rather different circumstances fe©m th©se of the earlier Arian c©ntr©versy, 
but in b©th c©nflicts the true divinity ©f Christ was at stake. As such, the term neo-Arian d©es 
n©t seem ©ut ©f place.

66. ?©٢ detailed discussi©n ©f Eun©mius’s the©l©^, see PaulVaggione, Eunomius ofCyzi- 
cus and the Nicene Revolution (Oxf©rd: Oxford University ?ress, 200©). ?©٢ a helpful entry im© 
the th©ught of Aetius and Eun©mius, see als© Ayres, Nicaea and Its Legacy, 144-49.

67. Cf. Stephen M. Hildebrand, The Trinitarian Theology of Basil of Caesarea: A Synthesis 
ofGreek Thought and Biblical Truth (Washington, DC: Cath©lic University o f America ?ross, 
^007), 20-23; Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 24-25.

68. Eun©mius’s works have been edited in a critical text in Richard ?aul Vaggi©ne, ed., 
Eunomius: The Extant Works (Oxford: Clarend©n, 1987).
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For Gregory, the disagreem ent regarding Frov 8 eentered on a herm e- 
neutical question: Should we read this biblieal passage at a literal or at a 
spiritual level? We already saw this issue eome to the fore in eonneetion 
w ith  Athanasius, who insisted th a t the text does no t speak “plainly” (eh 
phaneroii) but yields its meaning in a “hidden” way (kekrummenös). G regory’s 
approaeh is quite similar:

It is generally agreed that in scriptural usage the word “proverb” is 
not applied to the manifest {phaneroii) meaning, but is used of some 
improper (katachrësei) sense. Thus the Gospel calls puzzling and ob- 
scure sayings “proverbs”, so that the proverb, if one considers a rule to 
understand this word, is an expression which indicates through words, 
which literally (procheiron) mean one thing, another hidden (krupton) 
meaning, or an expression which does not directly draw out the in- 
tention (skopon) of the thought, but delivers its teaching obliquely by 
some indirect meaning.وة

Gregory, like Athanasius, distinguishes b e ^ e e n  the “plain” or “obvious” 
meaning o f the text and its “im proper” or “hidden” sense. T he reason he 
believes he is en titled  to do this is th a t we are dealing w ith the genre o f 
proverbs. Nyssen turns to the beginning o f the book o f Proverbs, which, he 
says, tells us how we are to read it. Proverbs 1وت makes clear th a t the book 
is no t to be taken in its “obvious” sense. 7° The G reek text, w hich uses the 
word strophe (“turning” or “s u b t le ^ ’), seems to suggest tha t the purpose is 
to grasp the proverbs’ “subtlety.” Gregory, therefore, is convinced tha t we 
get to the purpose or skopos of the text by means o f a “tu rn .’T1 He explains 
tha t Solomon refers to the “m anifestation o f hidden things” as a “verbal 
‘tu rn .’”7  ̂St. G regory compares this spiritual in terp retation  to  the plumage 
o f a peacock:

The same happens with the feathers which the peacock displays in 
its tail. If one sees the back of the feathers one would, because of the 
unattractive and plain ^pearance, certainly dismiss the spectacle as 
uninteresting; but if one turned it round (anastrepsas) and exposed its 
other side, one sees the varied artwork the species has, the semi-circle 
brilliant in the middle with purple tint, and the golden radiance round 
the edge alive and shining with many-coloured r a i n b o w s .  73

69. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, و1.2و.  (p. 47); translation slightly adjusted. 
For Against Eunomius 3, I use the translation of Stuart Hall in Gregory ofNyssa: Contra Euno- 
mium III: An English Translation with Commentary and Supporting Studies, ed^ohan Leemans and 
Matthieu Cassin, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae, 124 (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 42-233.

70. C f Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 61.
71. Gregory ofNyssa, Against Eunomius, 3.1.24 (p. 47).
72. ibid., 3.1.25 (p. 47).
73. Ibid., 3.1.25-26 (p. 47).
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Just as one can only see the peaeoek’s brilliant eolors by turning from  the 
back to the front, so one ean only diseern the beauty o f the text by turning 
from  the outside to  the inside. G regory explains w ith a referenee to the 
well-known messianie Ps 44:14 (45:13)—“Ά 11 the g lory’, as it says, ،o f the 
king’s daughter is on the inside’”—th a t “there is no beauty in the literal 
(procheiröi) meaning o f the term ” and th a t Solomon is “lighting up the hid- 
den beauty w ith golden thoughts .” 74

T he reason for G regory’s extended refleetions on the need for a “tu rn” 
is th a t he saw Eunom ius as standing in opposition to a spiritual reading 
o f the text. Eunomius, he eaustically eom m ents, is a “slave o f the  letter,” 
who “attends in Jew ish fashion to the mere sound o f syllables’̂  and is a 
m ere “seribbler.”7  ̂ G regory was worried, o f eourse, th a t Eunom ius’s ap- 
peal to the “plain” meaning o f the text would convinee some people tha t 
the Father had “ereated” or “begotten” the Son at a partieular point, prior 
to w hich the Son would not have existed. Indeed, as John  Eeemans puts it:

We can follow Gregory’s exchange with Eunomius in his Contra Eu- 
nomiutn, in which he gives long quotations from the writings of his 
opponent. In the Trinitarian debates of the fourth century Eunomius 
defended a radical subordinationist position, thereby often capital- 
izing on a literal reading of the Scriptures. Proverbs 8:22 (“The Eord 
created me before his ways”) is a crucial text which was taken by many 
to imply that Father and Son could not possibly be co-eternal where- 
upon authors such as Athanasius of Alexandria and later Gregory of 
Nyssa countered that one must not interpret the text too literally and 
apply it not to the divine Son of God but only to his humanity, to the 
period that he was in the f l e s h .  77

Eunom ius’s subordinationist reading o f Prov 8, reliant on the literal 
meaning o f the text, was no t new. Eusebius’s in terpretation, in debate w ith 
Marcellus, had adum brated this reading. 78 Gregory, in opposition to  what 
he regarded as the wooden literalism o f this approaeh, insisted on a “tu rn” 
from  the literal te  the hidden meaning. T h a t is, Nyssen w anted to  move 
beyond the saeram ent (sacramentum) to its Christologieal reality (res), and 
his main herm eneurieal objeetion to  Eunomius was tha t the la tter refosed 
te  reeognize the e m m e n ta l  dep th  o f the book o f Proverbs.

To be sure, Eunom ius’s emphasis on the “plain” meaning o f the text 
did no t preclude him  from  adopting a Christologieal reading. As we have

74. Ibid., 3.1.26 (p. 47).
75· Ib id ., (pp . 48 -49 )·
76. Ibid., 3.1.83 (p. 59).
77. John Leemans, “After ?hilo and ?aul: Hagar in the Writings o f the Chureh Fathers,” 

in Abraham, the Nations, and the Hagarites: Jewish, Christian, and Islamic Perspectives on Kinship 
with Abraham, ed. Martin Goodman, George H. van Kooten, and Jacques T. A. G  M. van 
Ruiten (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 435-48 (esp. p. 443).

78. Beeley, Unity of Christ, 82-83.
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already seen, every theologian in the 4th-century  controversies read Prov8 
Christologically; Eunom ius was no exception. T he herm eneutical issue 
betw een Eunom ius and Gregory, therefore, did no t concern the accept- 
ability o f seeing C hrist in ?rov  8. The real issue, rather, was w hether it is 
legitim ate to move beyond w hat the text seems to convey about the pre- 
tem poral origins o f W isdom  (or o f the Son o f God). Controversy emerged 
when G regory in terpreted  w . 22-23 as referring, no t to the eternal genera- 
tion o f the W ord o f G o d —as the “plain” meaning seemed to suggest—but 
instead to the econom y o f salvation. Eor Gregory, as we will see shortly, it 
was legitim ate to read Prov 8 as referring to the sacramental reality o f the 
Son’s Incarnation in the flesh and to the life o f believers in the dispensation 
o f the N T  church. It is this “tu rn” to a “hidden” meaning tha t Eunom ius’s 
partiality toward the “plain” reading could no t tolerate.

G r e g o r y  o f  N y s s a :

C h r is t  C r e a t e d , E s t a b e is h e d , a n d  B o r n  in  U s

T he details o f  G regory’s exegesis followed rather naturally from  the 
sacram ental herm eneutical principles as I have just outlined them . Since 
the greatest difficulty for the pro-Nicenes was the association o f W isdom  
w ith the word “created” in V. 22, G regory begins his discussion o f Prov 8 in 
Book I by observing tha t the Anomoians “do no t give reasons why we m ust 
refer th a t text to our Eord at all”—though, as we wfll see, he does no t actu- 
ally end up opposing a Christological reading o f this verse. 79 G r e g o r y  then 
notes th a t the original H ebrew  behind the G reek tex t—the word qänäni— 
can be translated no t only “created” (as the Septuagint renders it) bu t 
also “possessed.” T hat, in fact, is how o ther known G reek translations 
(Aquila, T heodotion , and Symmachus) render the word. This alternate 
translation would dissolve much o f the strength o f Eunom ius’s argument. 
G regory observes tha t if  we translated th a t the Lord “possessed” wisdom, 
this could be read “in the allegorical language o f the Proverbs” as referring 
to the one who, according to Phil 2:7 “took upon H im  the form o f a slave,” 
so tha t he became a “possession.” أل The weight tha t the Septuagint carried 
in the church, however, may have made it difficult for G regory to rely too 
m uch on this argum ent from  the H ebrew  text; it plays only a m inor role 
w ithin his overall discussion.

Even if we do no t translate qänäni as “possessed” and instead read it, 
w ith the Septuagint, as “created,” Gregory maintains tha t the te rm —taken

79. Gregory o f Nyssa, Against Eunomius, 1.22 (p. 63).
80. Ibid., 1.22 (p. 63); 2.10 (p. 117); e£ Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, p. 64. For Books 

I and 2 o f Against Eunomius, I use Gregory ofNyssa against Eunomius, in Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, 2/5, ed. and trans. William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson (1892; repr., ?eabody, MA: 
Hendriekson, 1994).

81. Ibid., 2.to (p. 117).
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allegorically — still connotes slavery. A fter all, Nyssen rem inds us, accord- 
ing to the NT, “all creation is in bondage” (Rom 8:21). By taking on hum an 
flesh, the W ord was “created after G od” as a “new m an” (Eph 4:24). ^  Be- 
cause this “new m an” is C hrist (Rom 13:14), he becomes for us “the begin- 
ning o f the ways o f salvation” when we “pu t him  on” as the new man. 83 ft is 
clear w hat Gregory is doing here. Because W isdom  is described in Prov 8:22 
as “created,” Gregory scours the N T  for a place where Christ is described as 
“created.” M uch like Athanasius before him, G regory concludes from  this 
“associative” reading th a t the created W isdom  o f Prov 8:22 is a reference 
to C hrist in the flesh (in slavery). In o ther words, Prov 8:22 refers to  the 
Incarnation, no t to foe eternal generation o f the Son.

In Book 3.1, G regory makes a theological argum ent for this reading. 
Like Athanasius (in Exegesis 1), he m aintains th a t the expression “created 
m e” refers no t to  “the one who is purely divine” but to  the economy, “foe 
one com bined in the Econom y w ith our created nature .” 84 If W isdom  were 
som ething created in eternity, as foe Arians would have it, then G od “pos- 
sessed W isdom  as som ething ac4uired,” so tha t at one tim e the bosom  o f 
the Father would have been empty, w ithout W isdom , w hich could no t pos- 
sibly be tru e . 83 G regory argues here from w hat is (or is not) “fitting” theo- 
logically. “So,” he exclaims sharply,

since Christ is Wisdom, let the intelligent reader study the account 
given by our opponents and our own, and let him decide which is more 
religious, which better preserves the thoughts befitting God 0theopre- 
peis) in the text, the one which stipulates that the Creator and Lord 
of the universe was made, and argues that he is of like standing with 
the servile creation, or rather the one which looks to the Economy, 
and keeps intact what is due to the understanding of the divine and 
the human, where the doctrine is supported by the testimony of great 
Paul, who sees createdness in the new man, but in foe true Wisdom 
the power of creating.86

G regory’s harsh rhetoric makes clear w hat is at stake for him: exegesis 
m ust align w ith  w hat is “befitting  G od.” Eunom ius’s no tion  th a t the ere- 
ator (the eternal W ord o f God) was “created” obviously does no t fell into 
this category. ^

St. G regory’s in terpretation  o f the second keyw ord in the debate (the 
verb “established” or “founded” \ethemeliösen\ in V 23) follows along similar

82. Ibid., 2.1© (p. 117). Cf. ris© 3.1.52 (pp. 52-53).
83. Ibid., 2.10 (p. 117); 3.1.52 (pp. 52-53).
84. Ibid., 3.1.5© (p. 52).
85. Ibid., 3.1.49 (p. 52).
86. Ibid., 3.1.54 (p. 53).
87. Cf. B©ersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 64; Anth©ny Meredith, “G©d־fittingness in 

Greg©ry of Nyssa,” StPatr 18 (1989): 507-15.
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lines. H ere too, foe C ^ p ad o c ia n  father eon^h^ the N T  for a verbal analogy 
in a Christologieal setting. H e finds one in I Cor و11ت:  “For no one can lay a 
foundation 0themelion) o ther than  tha t which is laid, which is Jesus C hrist.” 
T he “foundation” o f which St. Paul speaks is the incarnate Christ. C hrist 
has been laid as a “foundation” in our hearts in order th a t we m ight build on 
this foundation. ^  Just as we are to pu t on the incarnate C hrist as “created 
after G od,” so we are to  build on him  as the “foundation” th a t has been 
laid .^9 Nyssen concludes from  the verbal similarities tha t Prov 8:22-23 re־ 
fors to the salvific e ^ n o m y  rather than to the im m anent Trinity. B oth the 
“creation” language ofv. 22 and the “foundation” language ofv. 23 m ust be 
taken allegorically.

I fo ^ rk a b ly , perhaps, G regory also reads the word “begets” o f V 25 
spiritually or allegorically. Reflecting on w . 24 and 25—“Before the earth  
was made, before the  depths were made, before the  springs o f the waters 
came forth , before the  m ountains were founded, before all the  hills, he 
begets (gennai) m e”־ G regory makes clear th a t we should no t see here a 
reference to the eternal generation o f the Son. Instead, he insists, these 
verses speak o f C hrist’s b irth  in us:

For the great David calls righteousness the “mountains of G od”
[Ps 36:6}, His judgments “deeps” IPs 36:6], and the teachers in the 
Churches “fountains,” saying “Bless God the Lord from foe fountains 
in Israel” {Ps 68:26}; and guilelessness he calls “hills,” as he shows when 
he speaks of their skipping like lambs {Ps 114:6}. Before these there- 
fore is born in us He W ho for our sakes was created as man, that of 
these things also the creation may find place in us. 9°

Again by way o f associative reading, G regory establishes th a t C hrist is 
born  in individuals before their lives begin to flourish in the form  o f “righ- 
teousness,” “judgm ents,” “teachers,” and “guilelessness.” In this instance, 
G regory’s associative reading does no t appeal to N T  references to Christ; 
foe reason is th a t he is searching for c ^ m c te r is tic s  o f believers, whose 
C hristian lives take shape after Christ has been born  in them . G regory finds 
ft easiest to locate these characteristics in the book o f Psalms. Put differ- 
ently, it is only after C hrist is born  in us th a t the various Christological 
virtues, depicted in w . 24 and 25, take shape in us.

Gregory even goes so far as to suggest th a t the three disputed verbs — 
all referring, as he sees it, to  the econom y o f salvation—follow one an- 
o ther chronologically, so th a t we can detect an order {taxis) in the tex t.أو 
First, through the virgin birth , G od created the “new man” (Christ) as the

88. Gregory o f Nyssa, Against Eunomius, 2.10 (p. 117); 3.1.55 (p. 53).
89. Cf. Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 64.
9©. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, 2.10 (p. 118); cf. ibid., 3.1.56 (p. 53).
91. ibid., 3.1.55 (p. 53); cf. Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 64.
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beginning o f rbc ways o f  saivation (w. 22; cf. Eph 4:24). A fter this, St. Paul, 
as a “skilled m aster builder,” laid the foundation (Christ) for the  chureh 
(w. 2أو cf. I  C or 3:10-11). A nd finally, the church’s believers receive the 
many gifts o f the Holy sp irit (w. 24-25). 92 Gregory felt justified in allego- 
rizing the various elem ents o f these last two verses on the basis, first, o f 
the verbal associations w ith the psalms and, second, o f the “order” o f the 
text. This allegorizing is thus a m eticulously thought-through procedure. 
I t is only after associating the “creating” and “establishing” language o fw . 
22-23 w ith the Pauline use o f these w ords—justified by the Christological 
setting o f b o th  passages —th a t G regory then  also allegorizes V 25, again 
by means o f verbal associations, and deliberately in a way th a t coheres 
w ith the Christological allegorizing o fw . 22-23. Entirely consistent w ith  
this, Nyssen concludes his exegesis o f Prov 8 by in terpreting ٨ . 26-31 as 
a paragraph th a t allegorically speaks o f the hfe o f the church. 93 Taken on 
their own, these allegorical readings would seem quite arbitrary. Gregory, 
however, has made a num ber o f prior exegetical choices in connection w ith 
w . 22-25—all established w ith  ^ im ta k in g  atten tion  to textual detail—that 
provide a fram ework o f in terp re ta tion  w ithin which the allegorical read- 
ings o fw . 26-31 are naturally at hom e and, in fact, seem like the obvious 
corollary o f the o ther exegetical choices.

T he upshot is th a t G regory presented  an in terp retation  th a t was in- 
ternally coherent, w ith each o f the three disputed verbs referring to the 
economy o f salvation. H e thus ended up at almost the opposite end o f the 
exegetical spectrum  from  A thanasius’s Exegesis 2. T he la tter m aintained 
th a t each o f the three verbs o fw . 22-25 referenced the eternal Son o f God. 
By contrast, for Gregory, it was the economy o f salvation tha t the passage 
has in view throughout. G regory’s approach came at a cost, o f course: Prov 
8:25 could no longer function as a p roo f text for the eternal generation of 
the Son. But Nyssen was likely relatively unconcerned about this. Using 
V 25 (“begets”) as a p roo f text was less im portan t to him  than being able 
to defend him self against Eunom ius’s literal reading o f V 22 (“created”). 
Eurtherm ore, by applying a “tu rn” to each o f the three verbs o f Prov 8:22- 
25, Gregory avoided the problem  th a t A thanasius’s Exegesis I had faced, 
namely, the odd disjunction betw een w . 22-23 (referring to  the economy) 
andv. 25 (referring to theo lo^d . G regory’s solution was rem arkably harm o- 
nious, even though the “slave o f the le tte r” m ust have shaken his head at 
w hat he would have regarded as allegorical flights o f fancy.

92. Gregory o f Nyssa, Against Eunomius, 3.1.55 (p. 53).
93. Gregory sees the “land” of V. 26 as that whleh “accepts the sowing and ploughing of 

the Word,” and the “desert” o f V. 26 as the “heart that admits evil residents”; he regards the 
“winds” of V. 27 as “spiritual conduct” as the throne of the believer; the “clouds” of V. 28 are the 
instructions of the church; the “sons o f men” in V  31 are “godly thoughts; and the “joy” of V  

31 speaks of the joy of Christ who rejoices over the salvation of the believers (ibid., 3.1.57-60 
{p. 54}). Cf. Boersma, Embodiment and Virtue, 64-65.
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C o n c l u s i o n : ^ e a o in o  W is d o m  bA C^M EN^A LLv

T he interpretive trad ition  o f Prov 8 in the early chureh eharts a wind- 
ing, perhaps even tortuous, path, as num erous different theologians tried  
to eome to grips w ith  the relationship betw een the C hrist they had come 
to know  in the ehureh and the deseriptions o f  W isdom  in the Book o f 
Proverbs. As we negotiate the many tw ists and turns o f the m ultiple de- 
bates, it is easy to lose sight o f an obvious observation: every one o f the 
* regardless o f w here he situated him self in the m idst o f the

often sharp controversies, read the book o f Proverbs through the lens of 
the C hrist whom  the church had come to know in faith. N either Arian nor 
pro-N icene theologians could fail to  recognize in Prov 8 the presence o f 
C hrist. This observation seems o f particular im portance in our contem - 
porary context, in w hich historical exegesis has made many reluctant to 
acknowledge any kind o f C h r is to lo ^  in the book o f Proverbs.

As we have seen, however, the across-the-board agreem ent on a Chris- 
tological in terp reta tion  by no means produced unanim ity about the man- 
ner o f Christological exegesis. T he m ost im portan t fault line, it seems, lies 
betw een in terpreta tions o f the Arian trad ition  and those o f the  Nicene 
tradition. Theologians such as Arius, Eusebius, Asterius, and Eunomius fa- 
vored a literal in terpretation  o f Prov 8. Again, this does no t mean th a t they 
failed to  read the text C risto logically . But it does mean th a t they failed 
to acknowledge the sacram ental dep th  o f the book o f Proverbs. W h en  
“slaves o f the tex t,” such as Eunomius, read Prov 8, they were in ten t on 
determ ining the “plain” or “literal” meaning o f the text. As a result, they 
saw in the passage references to  a shadov^ figure called “W isdom ,” whom  
G od had “created,” “established,” or “begotten” long before tim e began. 
This figure—who later had becom e incarnate in Jesus C hrist—m ust have 
been G od’s very first and highest creature, considering th a t W isdom  had 
its origin long before the creation o f the m aterial world. By all accounts, 
then, theologians in the Arian trad itio n —though G regory o f Nyssa dispar- 
agingly referred to them  as mere “scribblers”—appear to have been careful 
readers o f the text o f Proverbs.

They were not, however, sacramental readers o f the text. T h a t is, they 
did no t believe th a t the  passage contained a deeper, sacram ental reality, 
w hich one would only be able to identify in light o f the Incarnation o f 
Jesus Christ. T he reading strategy o f theologians such as Marcellus o f An- 
cyra, Athanasius o f Alexandria, and G regory o f Nyssa was grounded in the 
sacram ental conviction th a t the genre o f the book o f Proverbs demands 
tha t we recognize a “hidden” meaning, one tha t becomes clear to us only 
in and through G od’s econom ic self-revelation in Jesus Christ. T he rea- 
son pro-N icene theologians reacted vehem ently to the Arian readings o f 
Prov 8 is, o f course, th a t the la tte r ran counter to the church’s rule o f faith. 
But the pro-N icenes were also disturbed by the kind o f exegesis th a t their
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opponents practieed. In fact, they were convinced th a t the la tte r’s faulty 
ta rm eneu tic  served to justify their Christological errors. A strictly literal, 
nonsacram ental reading o f Prov 8 was problem atic, according to the pro- 
N icene theologians, in th a t it failed to recognize the sacram ental reality 
(res) o f C hrist and his church as really present in the W isdom  passages o f 
the book o f Proverbs. By rehtsing to allegorize, the Arian tradition  was un- 
able to recognize w ithin the book o f Proverbs the doctrinal tru th  o f G od’s 
full self-disclosure in Jesus Christ.

T he result o f this disagreem ent is th a t pro-N icene theologians typi- 
cally dem anded atten tion  to the specific genre o f a proverb as containing a 
particular tru th  th a t is no t im m ediately evident. This explains Athanasius’s 
search for the tim e (kairos), person (prosöpon), and purpose (pragma) o f the 
text, as well as his in terest in partitive exegesis, all o f which he believed 
would help him  find the main in ten tion  (skopos) o f the text. For Athanasius, 
the tex t’s in ten tion  was the deeper reality th a t was no t im m ediately man- 
ifest but th a t lay em bedded in a “hidden” way (kekrummenös) in proverbial 
sayings. This same atten tion  to the genre o f a proverb lay behind the key 
notion  o f a “tu rn” (strophe) in St. G regory o f Nyssa’s approach to  the book 
o f Proverbs. G regory’s strategy of “turn ing” the tex t o f Prov 8 provided 
insight in the sacram ental reality of the econom y o f salvation: the Incarna- 
rion o f C hrist, the apostolic foundation o f the church, and the gifts o f the 
H oly Spirit in the lives o f believers.

Some o f the  term inology th a t theologians such as A thanasius and 
G regory used to describe their sacramental exegesis was part o f the stock in 
trade o f exegerical procedures in Late Antiquity. They spoke o f “allegoriz- 
ing” (iallëgoreuein), o f “going ٧٢” (anagoge), o f reading “figuratively” (tropikös), 
and so forth. They contrasted a “plain” (ekphaneroii) or “surface” (procheiron) 
level meaning w ith  a “hidden” (krupton) or “im proper” (katachrësis) meaning 
o f  the text. They looked for the presence o f the one “in ten tion” (skopos) 
in the m idst o f the many words o f the Scriptures. And they insisted tha t 
the nature o f a proverb required th a t one “tu rn” (anastrephó) to the hidden 
m eaning o f the text. T here is little doubt th a t these interpretive strate- 
gies influenced pro-N icene theologians as they read the book o f Proverbs. 
T he reason, however, why they found these strategies helpful is th a t they 
enabled them  to discern w ithin the outward sacram ent (sacramentum) o f the 
text the inward reality (res) o f the Christ event revealed in the econom y of
salvation. 94

Obviously, the shared sacramental herm eneutic o f the pro-Nicenes did 
no t prevent them  from  widely differing among themselves w ith regard to

4  -am not arguing that the pro-Nieenes used the aetual saeramentai language οÏ sac و1.
ramentum and to deseribe their hermeneutieal approaeh. Mueh of the later tradition, espe- 
eially the Western tradition building on St. Augustine, would do exactly that, and in so d o in g , 

they were in line with the implicitly sacramental approach of theologians such as Athanasius 
and Gregory o f Nyssa.
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their exegetical choices. Athanasius initially (in Exegesis 1) used his parti- 
tive approach to distinguish betw een the “creation” and “establishing” Ian- 
guage o f w .  22—25 and the “begetting” language o f V. 25, w ith  the form er 
referring to  the econom y and the la tte r to Trinitarian theology. Probably 
dissatisfied w ith the internal inconsistency o f this exegesis, he later argued 
(in Exegesis 2) th a t each o f the three verbs spoke o f Christ as G od’s eternal 
W isdom: the language o f creatures being “created” and “established” could 
be predicated also o f Christ, because creatures, as created in the image of 
God, participate in the eternal wisdom and knowledge o f the Son. By tak- 
ing the entire passage (8:22-25) as speaking o f the eternal W isdom  of God, 
St. Athanasius ended up adopting a line o f in terpretation  com m on to the 
Arian trad itio n —referring each o f its verbs to Trinitarian theology rather 
than the eco n o m y -w h ile  at the same tim e recognizing the sacram ental 
participation  of creatures in the eternal W ord o f God.

G regory o f Nyssa took the opposite approach, insisting th a t each o f 
the three disputed verbs referred to the economy o f salvation—along w ith 
the rest o f Prov 8. Nyssen’s sacram ental reading m eant th a t he assigned 
to many o f the passage’s details allegorical meanings taken from  the life 
o f C hrist and o f the church. Far from  arbitrarily reading moral virtues or 
o ther aspects o f believers’ lives into the words o f  the passage, however, 
N yssen—and here he was at one w ith the approach o f Athanasius — allego- 
rized by looking in the N T  for words he could associate w ith the Christo- 
logical references th a t he saw in Prov 8. By thus establishing foe allegorical 
m eaning o f the key verses (8:22-25) through in tertextual verbal associa- 
rions, Nyssen believed he could even detect a chronological order in these 
three verses, w hich then  allowed him  also to pu t in place foe subsequent 
allegorical details o f w . 26-51.

T he pro-N icene in terp re ta tion  o f Prov 8 is hardly a foolproof seien- 
tifie bulwark against subordinationist interpretations. T he Arians clearly 
pu t Athanasius on the defensive w ith their reading ofv . 22. A nd Athana- 
sius’s initial solution o f dividing the exegesis o f the passage betw een w . 22- 
and V (economy) و2  25 (theology) makes clear th a t he had great difficulty 
coming up w ith  a reading th a t would tu rn  the tables on the Arians. A nd 
while Nyssen managed to counter Eunom ius’s troubling reading ofv. 22, he 
could do so only by abandoning any reference to the eternal generation o f 
the Son in V. 25. A lthough they were convinced th a t reading in line w ith the 
church’s rule o f faith dem anded a sacram ental reading o f the text, Atha- 
nasius and G regory did no t arrive at a shared im erpretarion  th a t would 
unambiguously give the he to  the Arian trad ition  o f in terpretation . But 
then  again, because the sacramental reality was “hidden” in the recesses o f 
the proverbs’ sayings, this clarity was som ething they would hardly have 
expected.

T he “plain” reading o f the  Arians had a com m on-sense appeal. It 
did no t require one to  tu rn  to N T  verbal links in order retroactively to
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shed light ٠^  the hidden meaning o f Prov 8. T he principle o f O ckham ’s 
razor—w hich asks th a t we adopt the sim plest possible explanation, so 
tha t the fewer a su m p tio n s  we bring to the solution the b e tte r—does no t 
favor the pro-N icene sacram ental approach. Indeed, long before W illiam 
o f O ckham ’s 14th-century logic dem anded tha t unnecessary suppositions 
be “shaved off,” the lure o f the simplicity in this approach enticed Arian 
in terpreters to  embrace a simple exegerical literalism. As a result, the pro- 
Nicenes faced an uphill battle, and the fact tha t it is their sacram ental ex- 
egesis, ra ther than the “plain” readings o f the Arians, th a t set the stage for 
the subsequent h istory o f in terp reta tion  is som ething th a t I can only see 
as an act o f divine ff any herm eneutical rule can be deduced
ffom  the 4 th-century  battles over the meaning o f Prov 8, it would seem 
to be tha t O ckham ’s razor is a dangerous tool in exegesis. By excising the 
a r a m e n ta l  dep th  from  the biblical text, it can sever its devotees from  
the O T  roots o f Trinitarian o r th o d o x  and ultim ately ffom  the theological 
foundations o f the N icene church.
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