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PATRISTIC EXEGESIS OF THE OLD TESTAMENT

Abstract : The customary exegesis of Old Testament theophanies in the Antiochene
milieu ascribed them to the Logos. Theodoret of Cyrrhus, as one of the foremost theologians of
the Antiochene tradition, follows the established exegetical tradition. His concern, however, is
twofold: he endeavors to preserve the transcendence and incognoscibility of God, while
upholding God’s immanence and the veracity of his self-disclosure. Here it is argued that
Theodoret provides an ingenious solution to safeguard his exegetical tradition from the potential
charges of Apollinarianism by holding that God created perceptible images in the theophanies
before the Incarnation. In other words, the self-revelations of God in the Old Testament were in
fact iconic theophanies.
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There is little doubt that the Christological debates of the fifth century left an indelible
mark on the history of doctrine by defining the mode of union of the divine and human natures
in Christ. Their impact, however, on the exegesis of the Old Testament passages containing
God’s self-revelation and intervention in the world is seldom appreciated.

In the East, the customary exegesis of the theophanic passages of the Old Testament
ascribed the divine self-disclosures to the Logos. A brilliant advance of the exegesis of the
theophanic texts, comes from Theodoret of Cyrrhus, the main representative of the theological
interest of the Oriental bishops in both controversies of the fifth century. He follows the
established exegetical tradition of the Old Testament theophanies by ascribing them to the Logos.
His concern, however, is twofold: he endeavors to preserve the transcendence and
incognoscibility of God, while upholding God’s immanence and the veracity of his self-
disclosure. The obvious question is: how did the Logos disclose himself in the Old Testament
(i.e., before the incarnation), since God, being indescribable (drepiypagoc), does not have a form
perceptible to the created order of existence?

It must be mentioned at the outset that Theodoret never addressed this question directly
in his exegetical works. | argue, however, that an ingenious solution to this problem is inherent
in his Eranistes, a work written in the mature years of his Christological output. There he states
that God created images/icons perceptible to his creatures to communicate with them before
taking on a visible nature in the Incarnation. In other words, the self-revelations of God in the
Old Testament were in fact iconic theophanies.

The God of the Old Testament is a transcendent God. Even in his self-revelations, he
still remains beyond reach and comprehension. Thus, the cry of Isaiah “ob yap £l Oedc, Koi ovk
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fdeey, 6 0g0g tod lopan cwtip” [LXX Isa 45:15] (RSV: “Truly, thou art a God who hidest
thyself, O God of Israel, the Savior.”).

At the same time, however, God of the Old Testament is immanent. By virtue of the
Old Testament divine self-revelations - starting from the encounter in the Garden of Eden with
Adam and Eve, through the encounters with the patriarchs (Noah, Abraham and his descendants)
and the intimate dialogues with Moses on Sinai, to name a few, - the divine transcendence has
been assuaged by frequent theophanies.

The task of finding the balance between the divine transcendence and immanence in
the Old Testament had preoccupied the attention of many patristic exegetes predating Theodoret.
The incognoscibility of God is implicitly present already in Justin who argues that it is
inconceivable that “the Master and Father of all things should have abandoned all supercelestial
affairs and made Himself visible in a minute corner of the world.”* Justin, thus, maintains that
one of the primary functions of the Logos was to “reveal truth to men,” i.e., to manifest God to
the human race.?

Theophilus likewise believed that the Old Testament theophanies were in fact
appearances of the Logos. The function of the Logos was to manifest the mind and will of the
indescribable/uncontainable God.®

Irenaeus of Lyons advanced the debate by putting a strong emphasis on the permanence
of divine incognoscibility.* This inability to know God is not only reserved for the Old
Testament, claims he, but it extends even to the New Testament. The Transfiguration of Jesus, a
New Testament theophany, served as an example. Irenaeus says that the Transfiguration is a
paradox in which the impossible is made true, being “a revelation of the invisible deity that is
authentically true.” He claims that “He [Jesus] truly revealed God to men, but also presented
man to God, all the while preserving the invisibility of the Father.”® Following Irenaeus,
Tertullian introduced the notion of divine incognocibility in the West. The teaching quickly took

1 Justin, 60, 2: “ob 1oV momTiv TdV S0V Kai ToTépa, KOTaATOVTo, 70 DIEP 0VPavOV dmavto. &v OAlym Yiig
popie me@dvOo mdig 06TIGoDY, KV LKPOV VOOV ExmV, TOMINCEL EUTEV.”

2 Justin, 1 Apol. 63: “Koi mpdtepov d16 thg 100 mupdg HopeR Kai gikdvog domudtov 16 Mmioel koi toig
£TEPOIS TPOPNTALG EPAVN- VIV & v ¥pOVOILG THG DUETEPAS Ap)TiG, MG Tpoeimopey, S Tapbivov GvBpwmog
YevOpeEVog kot THV 100 moTpOg BoLATV VIEp cmPiag TAV TOTEVOVIOV aNTd Kai £E0v0gvnBijvar Kai
bl vmépevey, va amobavav kol dvaotag vikion tov Bavatov. Ti 8¢ gipnuévov ék Batov @ Mwboel:
»EY® gl 0 dv, 0 0e0g APpadp kai 6 0e0¢ Toadk koi 6 0gog Toxdp kol 0 Be0g 1OV TOTEPOY GOV,
ONUOVTICOV TOD Kol BmoBavovTag Ekeivoug HEVaty ai etvor adtod Tod Xptotod avBpdmovg: kai yap Tpdtot
TV TOVTOV AvBpoORmV EkEivol iepi Beod (itno noyoitnoav, ABpadp pev matnp dv tod Toadxk, Toodk
3¢ 100 TakdP, dg kol Mwobotig avéypaye.” See also Justin, 1 Apol. 5, 4: “Ov yap poévov év "EXnot S
Ywkpdrovg Vo Adyov MALyxOn tadta, GAlG kol &v BopPipog v adTod Tod Adyov popewBévtog kol
avBpdmov yevopévou kai Tnood Xpiotod kAnbévtog, @ meichévieg Music Todg Taidta mpaEavTog Saipovag
o0 pdvov pmy 0pBodg lval popey, GAML Kkokolg kai évosiovg daipovag, of ovdE Toig dpetiv moBodoty
avBpdmotg T mpdeic opoiag Eovoty.” And Justin, Martyr, 2 Apol. 10: “Meyodeidtepo. P&V oLV TAOTC
avBponeiov didackariog eaivetol To NUETEPO d10 TOD TO AOYIKOV TO GAOV TOV QavéVTa Ot NG XPloTOV
yeyovévou kol odpio kol Adyov kol yoyrv. ‘Oca yop KoA®S del EpBéyEavto kol eDpov ol PILOGOPHGVTEC 1)
vopoBeThoavteg, Katd Adyov pépog St vpécems Kal Bewpiog £oti movnBévia antoic. Ened 8¢ o mdvta
0L T0D Adyov dyvidpioay, 8¢ oTt Xpiotdc, kai dvavtio ovtoig moAMdKiC eimov. Kai ol mpoyeyevnuévot tod
Xpiotod, katd 10 avBpdnivov AMym mepadivieg to mpdypote Osopiioon kol EAéyEon, hg GoePeig Kol
nepiepyot i dikootAplo. fydnoav.”. See further Kelly 1977, 97.

3 Kelly 1977, 99.

4 McGuckin 1986, 103.

5 McGuckin 1986, 101.

6 Irenaeus of Lyons, Adv. Haer. 4.20.7 in Irenaeus 1857, 246.; Irenaeus 1885, 488f. See also McGuckin
1986, 101.
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hold and is evident in the Western theology a generation later; notably, in Novatian.”

From this time onwards, the tendency to ascribe the Old Testament theophanies to the
Logos, as the medium of divine revelation who concurrently preserves the divine transcendence
by virtue of incognoscibility of the Father, has been overwhelmingly present in the patristic
exegesis of both the East and the West.

The only notable exception is Augustine, who argued that the Old Testament
theophanies ought not be regarded as exclusive appearances of the Logos, but must be attributed
also sometimes to the Father and sometimes the Holy Spirit, sometime yet to all Three, while at
other times it is impossible to say who appeared.® This interpretation follows from his Trinitarian
theology, which posits the unity of action in the Holy Trinity. Three persons act as “one
principle”® and “as they are inseparable, so They operate inseparably.”*® Thus, according to
Augustine, by virtue of the unity of operation, the Old Testament theophanies ought to be
understood as the acts of all Three Divine Persons. Yet, when confronted with the obvious
difficulty that his teaching was obliterating the individual roles of the Persons of the Holy Trinity,
Augustine explained that, “the Son, as distinct from the Father, was born, suffered and rose
again,” and that while the Father cooperated with the Logos in bringing about the incarnation,
passion, and resurrection only the Logos was made manifest and visible.!* Consequently, one is
compelled to understand Augustine’s claim that the Old Testament theophanies were acts of all
Three Persons of the Trinity only in the sense of perfect harmony of activity, while, ontologically
speaking, only the Logos is undergoing/enduring the economy of salvation. Thus, the orthodox
patristic exegesis (Eastern and Western) seems to be unanimous in the claim that the subject of
the Old Testament theophanies was the Person of the Logos.

The subtleties of the fifth century Christological debates, however, rendered inadequate
and insufficient the mere claim that the Logos appeared in the Old Testament. The debates about
the existence and the exact mode of union of the divinity and humanity in Jesus advanced the
Christology to the level of philosophical reflection. Thus, a step further in the theological analysis
of the theophanies was necessary to explain how it was possible that the transcendent,
indescribable, and invisible God, who alone belongs to the order of the uncreated, revealed
himself to the senses of the created beings.

A compelling answer to this dilemma comes from Theodoret of Cyrrhus, the champion
of the Antiochene party in the Nestorian and Monophysite (Miaphysite) controversies.
Theodoret reserved his work on the Biblical texts for mature years. He wrote a commentary on
the Octateuch less than a decade before his death.*? Following the patristic exegesis of the Old
Testament theophanies, Theodoret likewise ascribed divine self-revelations to the Logos.

In his Question 90 in Genesis, Theodoret affirms that the Son (not the Father!) appeared
to Jacob in the vision of the leader:

He has seen angels ascending and descending the ladder and God set firm at the top,
whom he here called both “angel” and “God”: “God” as to his nature, and “angel” so
we would know that it was not the Father who appeared to him but the only-begotten

7 McGuckin 1986, 103.

8 Kelly 1977, 273.

9 Augustine, De Trin. 5, 14-15. See Augustine 2002, 194-195.

10 Augustine, De Trin. 1, 7; 2, 3. See Augustine 2002, 20, 56-7.

11 See Augustine, Sermo LII in PL 38, 354-364 in Augustine 1845; De Trin 2, 9; 2, 18 in Augustine 2002,
68-70, 90-93; Ep. 11, 2-4. In Augustine 2004, 229-30. See also J.N.D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines,
273.

12 Theodoret 2007, xxi.
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Son. While the Father does not serve as anyone’s messenger, the Son is both God and
“angel of great counsel.” It was he who announced to us the mysteries of the Father.3

Commenting on Jacob’s wrestling with God in Gen 32:24-32, Theodoret in his
Question 93 in Genesis says that the Son/Logos appeared to Jacob and wrestled with him:

Now, we should note that, here as well, the same being is called both “man” and “God”:
You prevailed against “God”; and he named that place “Face of God”, “for | saw God
face to face, and my life was preserved”; and again, “The sun rose upon him as he
passed Face of God.” Hence, we conclude that the only-begotten Son and God appeared
to Jacob here as well.14

With regards to the appearance of God to Moses in the burning bush, Theodoret says:

Now, as he is also called “angel” we should realize that it was not God the Father who
appeared to Moses. After all, is the Father anyone’s messenger? Rather, it was the only-
begotten Son, “the angel of great counsel,” he who said to the sacred disciples, “All |
have heard from my Father | have revealed to you.” As Scripture uses the term “angel,”
not to suggest a subordinate minister, but to indicate the person (mpoécwnov) of the only-
begotten, so it goes on to proclaim his nature and authority when it relates that he
declared “I am who | am,” and “l am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the
God of Jacob. This is my everlasting name and memorial to all generations.” This
indicates his divinity and shows his everlasting eternity.s

Naturally, Theodoret was aware of the possible theological pitfalls that such an
interpretation of the Old Testament theophanies could entail. Having spent over twenty years
fighting for the full reality of the human nature in the Logos incarnate, Theodoret was mindful
of the possible Apollinarian overtones of such an interpretation of the theophanies. If one simply
says that the Logos was the subject of the Old Testament theophanies, one runs the risk of
introducing materiality into the concept of Logos before the Incarnation, which sounds
dangerously close to the Apollinarian doctrine of “heavenly man” or “heavenly body.” It was
unacceptable to Theodoret to suggest that the Old Testament theophanies might have indicated
some form of pre-existence of Jesus of Nazareth — the Logos Incarnate, whose human nature

13 Theodoret 2007, 176-7: “&ide 8¢ dyyéhovg pv evidvTog kai komdvrag Sl tig KAipakoc, Tov 88 Koptov
Gvo gomprypévov: TodTov évtadbo kai Gyyedov avopace Kai Ogov: Ogov HEv Mg T0UTo THV PUGY dvia,
Gryyehov 8¢ tva yv@dpev g 0vy 0 motip EoTv 6 0QBEig, GAN O povoyevig vidg. Tivog yap Gryyelog O Tatp;
0 8¢ VI0g Kol Oedg Kol peydAng PovAfg dryyehog - adtog Yo NIV amyyele Tob matpdg T pootiplo”

14 Theodoret 2007, 181-3: “’Emonpovtéov 88 kévtadba, Gg tov antdv kod vOpmmov kot kai Oov:
gvioyvoag, yap Eon, petd @cod. Kol kdece TO Svopo Tod Tomov ékeivov Eidog Oeod: €idov yap Oedv
TPOCOTOV TPOG TPOCHOTOV, Koi E6MBN pov 1 Woxn. kol Ty AvETEIAEY 3¢ adT@ O TiA10g, Nvika wopTiAde
10 EiSo¢ 10D @£0b. 518 100Tmv 88 TavTmv HavOAVOLEY, (¢ O HOVOYEVIG VIOC kol @edg Enepdvi kévodOo
® Tokdp.”

15 Theodoret 2007, 227: “Kéxinke 8¢ odtov kad Gyyehov, tva yvdpey og 6 0edeig ovk Eottv 6 Ogdg Kai
ToTp* Tivog Yo Gyyehog O wathp; GAX O povoyevig vidg, O peydng Bovliig dyyehog, O Toig iepoig pobnTaig
EIPNKOG TavTo. 660, fKovco Topd Tod TATPAg HoL dedNAmka DLIV. domep ¢ 10 dyyehog Gvopo TEbeikey,
oVy Vrrovpyiay Tve oNpaivev, GAAYL TOD HOVOYEVODG UiV TO TPOo®mToV: 0UT® TAAWY adTod Kol TV
@ovo kal v gEovsiov knpoTTEl, Afywv anTov gipnkévarl €Yo gipn 0 Gv, kai éyd 0 @edg APpady, kol 0
Bc0g Toadk, kai 0 @ed¢ Tak®dP: 100Td pot dvopa aidviov, Kod LVIHOGUVOVY YEVEDY YeVENTs. TadTo 08 Kol
v Bgioy ovcioy SnAoi, kol 1 aidviov kod o 6idov Seikvooty.”
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must have received the beginning of its existence at the moment the Holy Spirit overshadowed
the Blessed Virgin Mary, in accordance with the Nicene Creed. Theodoret says elsewhere, “the
divine Logos, as some divine seed”® effected the creation of Christ’s human nature. Thus, it
would be inconceivable for Theodoret to suggest that in the Old Testament the Logos was subject
to the limitations of the matter in the theophanies.'’

In order to avoid suggesting that there were any limitations on the divine nature,
Theodoret argues that the theophanies in the Old Testament are not full experiences of God, but
merely visions He created so that the finite human nature could come into contact with Him:
“The prophet (cf. Isaiah 6:2 LXX) didn’t see the actual substance of God, but a kind of vision
adapted to his capability. After the Resurrection, however, all will see the judge’s [i.e., Christ’s]
visible (6pouévn) nature.”8 Therefore, according to Theodoret, the substance of God remains
inaccessible both in the present life and in the eschaton. Even the theophanies fall short of truly
revealing the transcendent God, since the substance of Godhead remains hidden behind iconic
apparitions. Thus, Theodoret says, the theophanies are mere images and apparitions which are
created for the benefit of the human beings so that they could come into contact with the divine.
These iconic manifestations do not seem to have any permanence, since any stability of material
manifestations of God would imply limitations of the divine nature. Theodoret seems to suggest
that the Old Testament theophanies, being iconic and created for a particular purpose of making
God accessible to the human senses, cease to exist once they accomplish their task.

In conclusion, following the highly technical theological debates of the fifth century
the conventional patristic attribution of the Old Testament theophanies to the Logos —the Second
Person of the Holy Trinity — became simplistic. The crux of the question was not so much
anymore who appears in the theophanies, but how? The theophanies were designed to bridge the
ontological gap between the uncreated and created orders of existence, between God and the
human beings. The theophanies, however, entailed materiality to the extent that the human senses
could detect them. This material quality of God’s self-revelation was perplexing, since God was
a perfect spirit and is immutable by definition. Thus, the theophanies ought to be understood as
something external to God. Theodoret was keenly aware of these difficulties, which he
ingeniously solved while remaining faithful to the established exegesis of the theophanies. Per
Theodoret, the subject of the Old Testament theophanies is indeed the Logos, yet his mode of
self-revelation is in line with his function as the divine medium of creation — He (Logos) creates
temporary icons/images detectable by human senses for purposes of revealing God to the human
race. Theodoret, thus, managed to explain the mode of God’s self-revelation in the Old
Testament while preserving both the divine incognoscibility and the veracity of the theophanies,
and all the while remaining within the framework of the conventional exegetical tradition.

16 Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Expositio rectae fidei 10. See Theodoret 2022, 546.

17 See Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Interpretatio in Psalmos in PG 80.1741 in Theodoret 1860: “O yap ®codg
Adbyog évavipamicog, kol droostodsic, dg avOparog (g yap Odc, dmepiypaog, Kol movtoyod TapesTL,
KOl TEPIEYEL TA GOMTAVTOL), T TTAVTOSUTAL TOV WYY@V 1G0T TPAdUATO., Kol Tovg Stopbapéviog GvéPppoce
Aoywopotg.”

18 Theodoret 2003, 130.; Theodoret 1975, 150.: “Obk owthy €dev 6 TpoeHmG 10D B0l Ty ovsiav, GAL
Syv Tva Tf] avtod duvdper cvpPaivovoav. Meta 8¢ v avdotacy Gmovteg otV Tod Kprrod TV
opopévny dyovratl poow.”
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Bacuiuje Bpanuh

NKOHUYHE TEO®AHMNJE:
BEJIEHIKA O AHTUOXHNJCKOJ ITATPUCTHUYKOJ EI'3ETI'E3U CTAPOI’ 3ABETA

XpHUCTOJIOMIKK CIIOPOBU TETOT BeKa ¢y 0e3 CyMIbe OCTaBIIM HEH3OpPHCHB Tpar Ha
HCTOPHjCKOM DPa3BOjy JOrMaTcKor y4yema LIpkBe ThMe IITO Cy MOMONNIM y AeUHHCAY
OOTrOCIIOBCKOT M3pa3a KOjUM CE€ ONMCYje CjeMICHE OOKaHCKE M UYOBEYAHCKE HPHPOIE Y
Xpucry. Beoma uecto, nax, yTuiaj oBUX CIIOpOBa Ha €T3ere3y CTAPO3aBETHHX TEKCTOBA KOjH
roBope o bokrjeM mpojaBspHBamy | IeTIamby y CBETY CE 3aHeMapyje y OOroCcIOBCKO] HAYIIH.

Ha xpumhanckom VcToky, TpaaumpoHanmHa er3eresa crapo3aBeTHe TeodaHuje
npunucyje Jlorocy. Teomoput Kupcku, rimaBHN 3aCTyITHUK aHTHOXH]CKE OOTOCIIOBCKE MHUCIH Y
00a XpHCTOIIOMIKA CIIOpa METOr BeKa, CIeyje YCTAaHOBJBEHY €T3eTeTCKy TPaHIHjy TyMademha
CTapO3aBEeTHUX TeodaHuja 1 mpunucyje ux Jlorocy, anu Ha mpeubeH HAYMH Jaje U JIMIHA
nonpuHoc. EberoBa Hamepa je Bojaka: IMOKyIIaBa Jia OCTaHE BEPAH €T3eTeTCKOM IIPEAAby CBOjE
OOroCIIOBCKE MIKOJIE Y O4yBakby OHOCTPAHOCTH (TPaHCUCHIEHTHOCTH) U CBECTH O HEMOTYNCTBY
MIOTITYHOT TO3Hama bora, JOK HCTOBPEMEHO HACTOJH Ja OApKM BOXHWjy MMaHEHTHOCT H
nuctuHUTOCT Hberosor camompojaBbuBama. OBae ce Hamehe mmrame: Kako ce Jloroc
IpojaBJbyje TBOPEBUHH y CTapo3aBeTHHM Teodanunjama, jep bor je caBpiieHo Hemarepujanad u
M3BaH CBaKe MarepujarHocTH? bor je HeommcuB 1 HeoOyxXBaTaH MaTepHjoM (Amepiypapoc), Te
npe oBarioherma HeMa 0OIMK yowbnB OnhiMa Koja MpHIaajy KaTeropHji MaTepHjajTHoT.

Ha ocHoBy ananmmse er3ererckux nena Teonoprurta Kupckor, ayTop oBor TekcTa cMaTpa
Jla ce ONIroBOp HalA3M y XPHUCTOJIOMIKOM CrHCy Epanucmuc, xoje je Teonopur Hammcao y
TIO3HOM TIEPHO/Ty XPHUCTOJIOUIKOT omyca. Tamo oH HaBozu ia bor, mpe Hero mrTo je y3eo Ha cebe
BHJBUBY JbYACKY mpupoxy y Osamiohiesy, y CrapoMm 3aBeTy je crBapao Ciuke (MKOHE)
youssuBe IberoBum crBOpemHMMa jga Ou ca mHuMma ommTHo. Jpyrmm peunma, boxwuja
npojaBbuBama y CTapoM 3aBeTy cy Ouiie ukonuune meoghanuje.
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