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The Ancient Christian Texts series (hereafter ACT) presents the full text of ancient Christian 
commentaries on Scripture that have remained so unnoticed that they have not yet been trans-
lated into English. 

The patristic period (a.d. 95-750) is the time of the fathers of the church, when the exegesis 
of Scripture texts was in its primitive formation. This period spans from Clement of Rome to 
John of Damascus, embracing seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New 
Testament to the mid-eighth century, including the Venerable Bede. 

This series extends but does not reduplicate texts of the Ancient Christian Commentary on 
Scripture (ACCS). It presents full-length translations of texts that appear only as brief extracts 
in the ACCS. The ACCS began years ago, authorizing full-length translations of key patristic 
texts on Scripture in order to provide fresh sources of valuable commentary that previously was 
not available in English. It is from these translations that the ACT Series has emerged. 

A multiyear project such as this requires a well-defined objective. The task is straightforward: 
to introduce full-length translations of key texts of early Christian teaching homilies and commentar-
ies on a particular book of Scripture. These are seminal documents that have decisively shaped the 
entire subsequent history of biblical exegesis, but in our time have been largely ignored. 

To carry out this mission each volume of the ACT series has four aspirations: 

1. To show the approach of one of the early Christian writers in dealing with the problems of 
understanding, reading and conveying the meaning of a particular book of Scripture. 

2. To make more fully available the whole argument of the ancient Christian interpreter of 
Scripture to all who wish to think with the early church about a particular canonical text. 

3. To broaden the base of biblical studies, Christian teaching and preaching to include classi-
cal Christian exegesis. 

G e n e r a l  I n tr  o d u cti   o n
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4. To stimulate Christian historical, biblical, theological and pastoral scholarship 
toward deeper inquiry into early classic practitioners of scriptural interpretation.

For Whom Is This Series Designed? 
We have selected and translated these texts primarily for general and nonprofessional use 
by an audience that studies the Bible regularly. 

In varied cultural settings around the world, contemporary readers are asking how 
they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds 
of the ancient church. They often study books of the Bible, verse by verse, book by book, 
in groups and workshops, sometimes with a modern commentary in hand. But many 
who study the Bible intensively hunger to have available to them as well the thoughts 
of some reliable classic Christian commentator on this same text. This series will give 
the modern commentators a classical text for comparison and amplification. Readers 
will judge for themselves as to how valuable or complementary are their insights and 
guidance.

The classic texts we are translating were originally written for anyone (lay or clergy, 
believers and seekers) who would wish to ref lect and meditate with the great minds of the 
early church. They sought to illuminate the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral 
and spiritual meaning of an individual book of Scripture. They were not written for an 
academic audience, but for a community of faith shaped by the sacred text.

Yet in serving this general audience, the editors remain determined not to neglect the 
rigorous requirements and needs of academic readers who until recently have had few full 
translations available to them in the history of exegesis. So this series is designed also to 
serve public libraries, universities, academic classes, homiletic preparation and historical 
interests worldwide in Christian scholarship and interpretation. 

Hence our expected audience is not limited to the highly technical and specialized 
scholarly field of patristic studies, with its strong bent toward detailed word studies and 
explorations of cultural contexts. Though all of our editors and translators are patristic 
and linguistic scholars, they also are scholars who search for the meanings and implica-
tions of the texts. The audience is not primarily the university scholar concentrating 
on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or those with highly focused 
interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues. If we succeed in serving our 
wider readers practically and well, we hope to serve as well college and seminary courses 
in Bible, church history, historical theology, hermeneutics and homiletics. These texts 
have not until now been available to these classes.

Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation
Today global Christians are being steadily drawn toward these biblical and patristic 

Rom-1Cor.indb   8 3/26/09   11:40:15 AM



General Introduction 

ix

sources for daily meditation and spiritual formation. They are on the outlook for primary 
classic sources of spiritual formation and biblical interpretation, presented in accessible 
form and grounded in reliable scholarship. 

These crucial texts have had an extended epoch of sustained inf luence on Scripture 
interpretation, but virtually no inf luence in the modern period. They also deserve a hear-
ing among modern readers and scholars. There is a growing awareness of the speculative 
excesses and spiritual and homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. 
Meanwhile the motifs, methods and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained un-
familiar not only to historians but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained 
exhaustively in the methods of historical and scientific criticism. 

It is ironic that our times, which claim to be so fully furnished with historical insight 
and research methods, have neglected these texts more than scholars in previous centuries 
who could read them in their original languages. 

This series provides indisputable evidence of the modern neglect of classic Christian 
exegesis: it remains a fact that extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on 
Scripture still remain untranslated into any modern language. Even in China such a high 
level of neglect has not befallen classic Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian commentaries. 

Ecumenical Scholarship 
This series, like its two companion series, the ACCS and Ancient Christian Doctrine 
(ACD), are expressions of unceasing ecumenical efforts that have enjoyed the wide co-
operation of distinguished scholars of many differing academic communities. Under this 
classic textual umbrella, it has brought together in common spirit Christians who have 
long distanced themselves from each other by competing church memories. But all of 
these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis. 
All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of principle or intellect, come together to 
study texts common to them all. This is its ecumenical significance.

 This series of translations is respectful of a distinctively theological reading of 
Scripture that cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific or sociologi-
cal insights or methods alone. It takes seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical 
ref lection concerning the premises of revelation, providence, apostolicity, canon and 
consensuality. A high respect is here granted, despite modern assumptions, to uniquely 
Christian theological forms of reasoning, such as classical consensual christological 
and triune reasoning, as distinguishing premises of classic Christian textual interpre-
tation. These cannot be acquired by empirical methods alone. This approach does not 
pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorporates critical historical methods 
and brings them into coordinate accountability within its larger purpose of listening 
to Scripture. 

The internationally diverse character of our editors and translators corresponds with 
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the global range of our audience, which bridges many major communions of Christianity. 
We have sought to bring together a distinguished international network of Protestant, 
Catholic and Orthodox scholars, editors, and translators of the highest quality and repu-
tation to accomplish this design.

But why just now at this historical moment is this need for patristic wisdom felt par-
ticularly by so many readers of Scripture? Part of the reason is that these readers have 
been longer deprived of significant contact with many of these vital sources of classic 
Christian exegesis. 

The Ancient Commentary Tradition
This series focuses on texts that comment on Scripture and teach its meaning. We define 
a commentary in its plain sense definition as a series of illustrative or explanatory notes 
on any work of enduring significance. The word commentary is an Anglicized form of 
the Latin commentarius (or “annotation” or “memoranda” on a subject or text or series of 
events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or expounds a bibli-
cal book or portion of Scripture. Tertullian, Origen, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augus-
tine and Clement of Alexandria all revealed their familiarity with both the secular and 
religious commentators available to them as they unpacked the meanings of the sacred 
text at hand. 

The commentary in ancient times typically began with a general introduction cover-
ing such questions as authorship, date, purpose and audience. It commented as needed 
on grammatical or lexical problems in the text and provided explanations of difficulties 
in the text. It typically moved verse by verse through a Scripture text, seeking to make its 
meaning clear and its import understood.

The general western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by 
the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the 
Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn 
what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical or philosophical 
or poetic commentaries. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the Christian 
biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian 
texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary 
(and especially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern 
and prototype. 

It is only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist meth-
ods of criticism, that modern writers have sought more strictly to delimit the definition of 
a commentary so as to include only certain limited interests focusing largely on historical-
critical method, philological and grammatical observations, literary analysis, and socio-
political or economic circumstances impinging on the text. While respecting all these 
approaches, the ACT editors do not hesitate to use the classic word commentary to define 
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more broadly the genre of this series. These are commentaries in their classic sense. 
The ACT editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be re-

spected as the church’s sacred text. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to 
religious life. The central hope of this endeavor is that it might contribute in some small 
way to the revitalization of religious faith and community through a renewed discovery 
of the earliest readings of the church’s Scriptures. 

An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself 
This prompts two appeals:

1. For those who begin by assuming as normative for a commentary only the norms 
considered typical for modern expressions of what a commentary is, we ask: Please allow 
the ancient commentators to define commentarius according to their own lights.  Those 
who assume the preemptive authority and truthfulness of modern critical methods alone 
will always tend to view the classic Christian exegetes as dated, quaint, premodern, hence 
inadequate, and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust and 
oppressive. So in the interest of hermeneutical fairness, it is recommended that the mod-
ern reader not impose upon ancient Christian exegetes modern assumptions about valid 
readings of Scripture. The ancient Christian writers constantly challenge these unspo-
ken, hidden and often indeed camouf laged assumptions that have become commonplace 
in our time. 

We leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of ex-
egesis. But even this cannot be done honestly without a serious examination of the texts 
of ancient exegesis. Ancient commentaries may disqualify as commentaries by modern 
standards. But they remain commentaries by the standards of those who anteceded and 
formed the basis of the modern commentary. 

The attempt to read a Scripture text while ruling out all theological and moral assump-
tions—as well as ecclesial, sacramental and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed 
generally in the community of faith out of which it emerged—is a very thin enterprise 
indeed. Those who tendentiously may read a single page of patristic exegesis, gasp and 
toss it away because it does not conform adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and 
historicist commentary are surely not exhibiting a valid model for critical inquiry today. 

2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often very impor-
tant in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture, 
by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex 
scriptura explicandam esse. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scriptures together, it 
does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly 
relates it to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the 
rabbinic tradition. 

Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined 
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by other texts and by the whole narrative of the history of revelation, we find in patris-
tic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that 
text. In these ways the models of exegesis often do not correspond with modern com-
mentary assumptions, which tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. 
We implore the reader not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century hermeneutics 
upon the ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call 
hermeneutics. 

The Complementarity of Research Methods in this Series 
The ACT series will employ several interrelated methods of research, which the editors 
and translators seek to bring together in a working integration. Principal among these 
methods are the following:

1. The editors, translators and annotators will bring to bear the best resources of 
textual criticism in preparation for their volumes. This series is not intended to pro-
duce a new critical edition of the original language text. The best urtext in the original 
language will be used. Significant variants in the earliest manuscript sources of the 
text may be commented on as needed in the annotations. But it will be assumed that 
the editors and translators will be familiar with the textual ambiguities of a particular 
text and be able to state their conclusions about significant differences among scholars. 
Since we are working with ancient texts that have, in some cases, problematic or am-
biguous passages, we are obliged to employ all methods of historical, philological and 
textual inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we will appeal 
to the most reliable text‑critical scholarship of both biblical and patristic studies. We 
will assume that our editors and translators have reviewed the international literature 
of textual critics regarding their text so as to provide the reader with a translation of 
the most authoritative and reliable form of the ancient text. We will leave it to the 
volume editors and translators, under the supervision of the general editors, to make 
these assessments. This will include the challenge of considering which variants within 
the biblical text itself might impinge on the patristic text itself, and which forms or 
stemma of the biblical text the patristic writer was employing. The annotator will sup-
ply explanatory footnotes where these textual challenges may raise potential confusion 
for the reader. 

2. Our editors and translators will seek to understand the historical context (including 
socioeconomic, political and psychological aspects as needed) of the text. These under-
standings are often vital to right discernment of the writer’s intention. Yet we do not see 
our primary mission as that of discussing in detail these contexts. They are to be factored 
into the translation and commented on as needed in the annotations but are not to be-
come the primary focus of this series. Our central interest is less in the social location 
of the text or the philological history of particular words than in authorial intent and 
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accurate translation. Assuming a proper social‑historical contextualization of the text, 
the main focus of this series will be on a dispassionate and fair translation and analysis 
of the text itself. 

3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood 
by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the 
reader see clearly into the meanings which patristic commentators have discovered in the 
biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret and com-
ment on a text, its meaning, its sources and its connections with other texts. It implies a 
close reading of the text, utilizing whatever linguistic, historical, literary or theological 
resources are available to explain it. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that in-
terpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions upon the text. The 
patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and iden-
tify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness 
of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, 
historical or cultural context in which the text was written. Our editors and annotators 
will also be attentive as needed to the ways in which the ancient Christian writer de-
scribed his own interpreting process or hermeneutic assumptions. 

4. The underlying philosophy of translation that we employ in this series is, like the 
ACCS, termed dynamic equivalency. We wish to avoid the pitfalls of either too loose a 
paraphrase or too rigid a literal translation. We seek language that is literary but not 
purely literal. Whenever possible we have opted for the metaphors and terms that are 
normally in use in everyday English-speaking culture. Our purpose is to allow the ancient 
Christian writers to speak for themselves to ordinary readers in the present generation. 
We want to make it easier for the Bible reader to gain ready access to the deepest ref lec-
tion of the ancient Christian community of faith on a particular book of Scripture. We 
seek a thought-for-thought translation rather than a formal equivalence or word-for-word 
style. This requires the words to be first translated accurately and then rendered in un-
derstandable idiom. We seek to present the same thoughts, feelings, connotations and 
effects of the original text in everyday English language. We have used vocabulary and 
language structures commonly used by the average person. We do not leave the quality of 
translation only to the primary translator, but pass it through several levels of editorial 
review before confirming it.

The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations
In writing the introduction for a particular volume of the ACT series, the translator or 
volume editor will discuss, where possible, the opinion of the writer regarding authorship 
of the text, the importance of the biblical book for other patristic interpreters, the avail-
ability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between the Fathers, 
and any special challenges involved in translating and editing the particular volume. The 
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introduction affords the opportunity to frame the entire commentary in a manner that 
will help the general reader understand the nature and significance of patristic comment 
on the biblical texts under consideration and to help readers find their critical bearings so 
as to read and use the commentary in an informed way.

The footnotes will assist the reader with obscurities and potential confusions. In the 
annotations the volume editors have identified Scripture allusions and historical refer-
ences embedded within the texts. Their purpose is to help the reader move easily from 
passage to passage without losing a sense of the whole. 

The ACT general editors seek to be circumspect and meticulous in commissioning vol-
ume editors and translators. We strive for a high level of consistency and literary quality 
throughout the course of this series. We have sought out as volume editors and transla-
tors those patristic and biblical scholars who are thoroughly familiar with their original 
language sources, who are informed historically, and who are sympathetic to the needs of 
ordinary nonprofessional readers who may not have professional language skills. 

Thomas C. Oden and Gerald L. Bray, Series Editors
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