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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word 

was God. He was in the beginning with God; all things were made through 

him, and without him was not anything made that was made. In him was 

life, and the life was the light of men. . . . And the Word became flesh and 

dwelt among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as 

of the only Son from the Father.  (John 1:1-4, 14) 

The Evangelist John, known in the Orthodox Church as John the 

Theologian, proclaimed Jesus to be the incarnate Word of God.  John is 

very clear WHO the Word of God is: Jesus Christ, the incarnate Son of 

God to whom the Scriptures bore witness. 

“You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear 

witness to me…”  (John 5:39) 

Thus the written revelation of God, the Scriptures bear witness to the Word of God.  As Jesus teaches, 

Moses inspired by God to write the Torah, was actually writing about the Word of God who was to 

become incarnate. 

“If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote of me.” (John 5:46) 

 “And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things 

concerning himself.“  (Luke 24:27) 

Not only Moses but all the prophets and all the authors of Scripture 

were inspired to write about the coming Messiah, the Word of 

God. 

“Then he said to them, ‘These are my words which I spoke to you, 

while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the 

law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled.’ 

Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures…” (Luke 

24:44-45) 

In this blog series I intend to explore the relationship between our 

Lord Jesus Christ, the Word of God, and the Scriptures, the written record of God’s revelation.  As in all 

my blog series, this is not a scholarly researched paper.  I am simply drawing upon quotes that I tagged 

from books I read over the past 30 years and am now assembling together into this blog series.  The 

quotes are  ideas I came across  in my reading over several decades which stood out in my mind when I 

read the books.  I am now bringing the quotes together to explore the relationship between the Word of 

God and the Scriptures.  Obviously if Jesus is literally the Word of God, then the Scriptures are the Word 

of God in some other way.  They are the written record of God’s revelation, but Jesus is the full 

revelation of God.  The Scriptures bear witness to Him.  It is of Jesus that all the Scriptures speak.   In this 

blog series we will look at various aspects of how the Scriptures are related to the Word of God. 

https://frted.wordpress.com/2016/10/12/jesus-christ-the-word-of-god-and-scriptures/
https://frted.wordpress.com/author/bobosht/
https://frted.wordpress.com/category/bible/
https://frted.wordpress.com/category/history/church-history/
https://frted.wordpress.com/category/orthodox-church/
https://frted.wordpress.com/category/orthodox-church/
https://frted.wordpress.com/category/scripture/
https://oca.org/saints/lives/2016/05/08/101327-apostle-and-evangelist-john-the-theologian
https://oca.org/saints/lives/2016/05/08/101327-apostle-and-evangelist-john-the-theologian
https://orthodoxwiki.org/Jesus_Christ
https://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/doctrine-scripture/the-symbol-of-faith/jesus-christ
https://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/doctrine-scripture/the-symbol-of-faith/jesus-christ
https://oca.org/orthodoxy/the-orthodox-faith/doctrine-scripture/the-bible/word-of-god


Even when we think about the Word of God as being a written text, which we call the Bible, we have to 

realize the Bible is a collection of books written over hundreds of years by different authors.  Some of 

the books show signs that there were several different authors/editors involved in bringing together the 

texts of a book.  The Church still considers the texts inspired – whether one author or several had a hand 

in writing the book, or whether a book was edited by several different people, or even if we don’t know 

who the author(s) of a book are, we still consider the Scriptures to be inspired by God.  Absolute 

certainty about the authorship of a text, or total knowledge of the history of a book of the Bible, does 

not determine its inspiration.   Even when the books of the bible show several different versions of the 

same story, sometimes placed side by side within one book of the Bible, the Church accepts the received 

texts and all its variations as being inspired.  The Church in history accepted as inspired the Septuagint 

translation into Greek of the ancient Hebrew and Aramaic texts, as well as the original texts from which 

they were translated. 

The first thing I will mention about our Bible, and the 

books accepted by the Church as being part of our 

Scriptures, is that not only was the Bible written over 

many centuries, but the bringing together of all the texts 

and deciding which texts exactly belong to the canonical 

Scriptures also took centuries.  We see in the historical 

documents clear evidence that inspired saints, the 

Fathers of the Church did have at times slightly different 

ideas about which books constituted the official 

scriptures of the Church.  Additionally, there is a great 

deal of literature which compares and contrasts even the differences in the official texts of the Bible in 

the various Christian traditions (Latin, Greek, Syriac, Ethiopian, Coptic, etc) .  Here I will only mention a 

few quotes that gives us a sense some of the differences in the Church Fathers through the centuries 

about what is officially in the bible.  In the 2nd Century we find one attempt at establishing what books 

belong in the Bible (the fact that this has to be established shows us that there was not exact agreement 

on what books officially belong in the canonical Bible). 

“Melito  (d. ca 180ad) visited the Holy Land with a view to establishing the list of the canonical books of 

the Old Testament. According to Eusebius (EH 4.26) (d. 339AD), his list does not contain the book of 

Esther, which incidentally is also missing from the biblical remains of the Dead Sea Scrolls found at 

Qumran.”   (Geza Vermes,  Christian Beginnings, Kindle Loc. 3424-26) 

Melitio’s Bible agrees with the Qumran community’s “canon”.  That community was a dissident group of 

Jews outside of mainstream Judaism in Jerusalem. 

A 4th Century Document, The Apostolic Constitutions(written ca 375AD), says this about the Canon:   “Let 

the following books be esteemed venerable and holy by you, both of the clergy and laity. Of the Old 

Covenant: the five books of Moses— Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy; one of 

Joshua the son of Nun, one of the Judges, one of Ruth, four of the Kings, two of the Chronicles, two of 

Ezra, one of Esther, one of Judith, three of the Maccabees, one of Job, one hundred and fifty psalms; 

three books of Solomon— Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Songs; sixteen prophets. And besides 

these, take care that your young persons learn the Wisdom of the very learned Sirach. But our sacred 

books, that is, those of the New Covenant, are these: the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John; 
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the fourteen Epistles of Paul; two Epistles of Peter, three of John, one of James, one of Jude; two Epistles 

of Clement; and the Constitutions dedicated to you the bishops by me Clement, in eight books; which it is 

not fit to publish before all, because of the mysteries contained in them; and the Acts of us the 

Apostles.”  (The Apostolic Constitutions, Kindle Loc. 4894-4900) 

That 4th century canon of Scripture has many more books than 

officially ended up in the Bible of today.  It gives us a sense that 

there was not one canon accepted by all Christians in the 

4th Century.  In the 8th Century, St. John of Damascus (d. 749) 

wrote a book that many consider authoritative in the Orthodox 

world for delineating doctrine.   Note in his comments especially 

what he considers to be the canonical books of the New 

Testament.  He is writing 400 years after many think the Christian 

canon had been closed.  St. John says: 

 …  The New Testament contains four gospels, that according to Matthew, that according to Mark, that 

according to Luke, that according to John: the Acts of the Holy Apostles by Luke the Evangelist: seven 

catholic epistles, viz. one of James, two of Peter, three of John, one of Jude: fourteen letters of the 

Apostle Paul: the Revelation of John the Evangelist: the Canons of the holy apostles, by Clement.”  ( Exact 

Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, Kindle Loc.3180-3221) 

St. John includes in the Bible as he knows it the letters of Clement but also those canons of the Holy 

Apostles mentioned from the 4th Century.  He includes as Scripture even more than the 

4th Century Apostolic Constitution did. 

Finally, in the 12th Century St Peter of Damaskos says this of the Canon of Scripture which he accepted: 

 “These books include first of all the Old and the New Testaments, that is, the Pentateuch, the Psalter, 

the Four Books of Kings, the Six Books of Wisdom, the Prophets, the Chronicles, the Acts of the Apostles, 

the Holy Gospels and the commentaries on all these…”  (St. Peter of Damaskos 

– 12th Century, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 25654-56) 

St. Peter seems almost to have an open canon of Scripture for he includes all 

of the commentaries (supposedly the Patristic ones) on the Scriptures.  The 

issue of Canon had to do with what writings people believe bore witness to 

Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word of God.  The Scriptures are those writing 

which bear witness to Christ, and so in different centuries they had differing 

ideas about what bore authentic witness to the Word of God.  All of these lists 

would have the common theme that the Scriptures – whatever books are 

included in the Bible – bear witness to the truth and help us recognize Jesus 

Christ as Lord. 
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The first Christians did not need to write any Scriptures, they accepted as inspired and as their own, the 

Tanak, the Jewish Scriptures.  Those are the texts that the Lord Jesus and His apostles read, memorized 

discussed and prayed.  These Scriptures as we saw in the previous blog bore witness to Jesus as Messiah 

and Lord (John 5:39-46; Luke 24:10-49).  And from the beginning, the Christians believed Christ fulfilled 

all of the prophecies and promises of the Jewish Scriptures.  The New Testament is filled with quotes 

from the Old Testament as well as countless echoes of the ideas and themes presented in them. 

The Christians, however, besides reading the Jewish Scriptures, 

were writing materials, and by the early 2nd Century, Christians 

are already also referring to these early writings as Scripture.  As 

far as we know, in the Christian epistle known as 2 Clement we 

encounter 

“… the first Christian writer to apply the term ‘Scripture’ to a 

quotation from the Gospel: ‘And also another Scripture (graphê) 

says, “I did not come to call the righteous, but sinners” ’ (2 Clem. 

2.4 citing Mt. 9:13; Mk 2:17), thereby assigning biblical status to 

the words of Jesus and granting them the same dignity and 

authority as the Old Testament. The same idea is implicit in the 

phrase: ‘The Bible and the Apostles indicate …’ (2 Clem. 14.2), 

where ‘Bible’ refers to the Septuagint and ‘the Apostles’ to the New Testament.”   (Geza 

Vermes,  Christian Beginnings, Kindle Loc. 2974-80) 

Not only were the Christians beginning to recognize as authoritative Scripture the apostolic writings, 

they also were interpreting the existing Jewish Scriptures increasingly from a Christian point of 

view.  The Christians began to claim to have the correct understanding of the Jewish Scriptures – the 

Scriptures were written about the Christ, and properly interpreted in Christ.  For the followers of Jesus 

the curse of Amos 8:11-12 was finally lifted, for once again the People of God were able to hear the 

Word of God in Christ Jesus. 

“‘Behold, the days are coming,’ says the Lord GOD, ‘when I will send a famine on the land; not a famine 

of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD. They shall wander from sea to sea, 

and from north to east; they shall run to and fro, to seek the word of the LORD, but they shall not find 

it.”   

The Jewish Scriptures were seen as having Christ hidden in them, but now Christ Himself fully revealed 

the meaning of the Scriptures.  Everyone was able to hear God’s Word again.  Even texts which were 

totally understandable from a Jewish “literal” reading, were seen to really have Christ hidden in them 

and now revealed by Jesus as to their true content.  Origen, writing at the beginning of the 3rd Century, 

commenting on the words of St. Paul says: 

“For whatever was written was written for our instruction. This is like what he said elsewhere: they were 

written down to instruct us, on whom the ends of the ages have come (1 Cor 10:11). If you inquire in 

what sense these Scriptures were written, consider that they were written this way for us: 

You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain. Is it for oxen that God is concerned? Or does 

God not speak entirely for our sake?  (1 Cor 9:9-10; Deut 25:4). 
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This was also written for our sake: 

Abraham had two sons, one by a slave woman and the other by a free woman (Gal 4:22); 

thus we would know that these statements are allegorical and that they represent the two covenants. 

For our sake, it was written that the people ate manna in the wilderness and drank water from the rock; 

thus we would understand that they ate spiritual food and drank spiritual drink from the rock following 

them, which rock was Christ. Both these and other such spiritual mysteries had been hidden from eternal 

times but are now manifest through the prophetic writings and the coming of our Lord and Savior Jesus 

Christ.”   (Romans: Interpreted by Early Christian Commentators, Kindle Location 7145-52) 

Sacred writings are given to us by God as a gift 

and means for us to discover Him and to know 

Him.  In them spiritual mysteries are hidden, 

simultaneously, God is revealing Himself 

through the events written about and in the 

words of the Bible. St. Augustine writes: 

And so, since we are too weak to discover the 

truth by reason alone and for this reason need 

the authority of sacred books, I began to believe that you would never have invested the Bible with such 

conspicuous authority in every land unless you had intended it to be the means by which we should look 

for You and believe in You. ”  (A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5753-55) 

Thus the Scriptures are a help to us, given by God to direct our search and to help us recognize 

truth.  We don’t have to guess where to find truth, God tells us where and how to find it.  St Peter 

Damaskos says: 

“Similarly he sees how by means of words and letters-through fragments of inanimate ink-God has 

revealed such great mysteries to us in the Holy Scriptures; and how, even more wonderfully, the holy 

prophets and apostles gained such blessings through their great labor and love of God, while we can 

learn about these matters simply by reading. For, inspired by the Logos, the Scriptures speak to us of the 

most astonishing things.”  (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 27638-42) 

God cares about us, and God understands that we humans cannot always understand divine revelation 

or even the spiritual life.  So God finds ways to communicate to us using such things as metaphors, 

images, poetry and even fictional stories like parables.  This is done to help us deal with things that 

might otherwise be too great and marvelous for us.  St. Maximus the Confessorputs it like this: 

“The Logos of God is called flesh not only inasmuch as He became incarnate, but in another sense as 

well.… When he draws near to men who cannot with the naked intellect come into contact with 

intelligible realities in the naked state, He selects things which are familiar to them, combining together 

various stories, symbols, parables and dark sayings; and in this way he becomes flesh. Thus at our first 

encounter our intellect comes into contact not with the naked Logos but with the incarnate Logos, that 

is, with various sayings and stories.… For the Logos becomes flesh in each of the recorded 

sayings.”   (Toward an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian Perspectives on Environment, 

Nature, and Creation, Kindle  1524-29) 
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The Scriptures in this way help introduce Christ to 

us.  They are in some way a pre-incarnation of the Word 

of God.  They are written in familiar terms, stories, and 

using symbols which gently introduce us to the Divine 

Word of God.  God of course remains beyond our 

comprehension and yet reveals Himself to us in historical 

events as well as in the sentences and letters of the Holy 

Scriptures. 

St. Maximos presents it this way: 

“Just as God in His essence cannot be the object of man’s spiritual knowledge, so not even His teaching 

can be fully embraced by our understanding. For though Holy Scripture, being restricted chronologically 

to the times of the events which it records, is limited where the letter is concerned, yet in spirit it always 

remains unlimited as regards the contemplation of intelligible realities.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 

17499-504) 

The Scriptures, a written word, are understandable to us.  The Scriptures are miraculous in that in these 

words and sentences are hidden the deepest mysteries of God.  Yet these same letters and paragraphs 

reveal God to us.  The Scriptures thus contain writings that are restricted in time, reflecting the human 

thought of particular periods in history, yet always also containing the timeless revelation of the eternal 

God.  So we are encouraged to read the Bible for in and through the literal expressions and stories, the 

heavens are opened to us.  We are transfigured and transformed by the Scriptures as we move from 

their earthly and literal nature to their divine meaning.  Thus the Scriptures are essential to our life as 

Christians. 

So among the revered desert fathers, we find these teachings: 

“God demands nothing from Christians except that they shall hearken unto the Divine Scriptures, and 

shall carry into effect the things which are said in them, and shall be obedient unto their governors and 

the orthodox fathers.”  (The Paradise or Garden of the Holy Fathers (Volume 2), Kindle Loc. 3884-86) 

Abba Arsenius used to say, “thou shalt do nothing without the testimony of the Scriptures.”    (The 

Paradise or Garden of the Holy Fathers (Volume 2), Kindle Loc. 3523-24) 

St Symeon the New Theologian says that we need to compare what we learn today in the church and 

what we see in the lives of our teachers with the Scriptures. 

“But you yourself should also study the divine writings – 

especially the works of the fathers that deal with the practice 

of the virtues – so that you can compare the teachings of 

your master with them; for thus you will see and observe 

them as in a mirror. Take to heart and keep in mind those of 

his teachings that agree with the divine writings, but 

separate out and reject those that are false and incongruent. 

Otherwise you will be led astray. For in these days there are 

all too many deceivers and false prophets.”   (THE 

PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 35213-22) 
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Finally we read an admonition to live the Scriptures and not just stand in awe of them, or else they will 

be forgotten. 

One of the old men used to say, “The Prophets compiled the Scriptures, and the Fathers have copied 

them, and the men who came after them learned to repeat them by heart; then hath come this 

generation and [its children] have placed them in cupboards as useless things.”   (The Paradise or Garden 

of the Holy Fathers (Volume 2), Kindle Loc. 972-74) 
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As we consider the relationship between Jesus, the Word of God, and the 

Holy Scriptures, we recognize that Jesus is said to be both perfect God and 

perfect human.  The written Scriptures are also said to be inerrant, and yet 

it is well known that in the long history of the transmission of the Scriptures 

scribal errors and variations did enter into the text.  Modern scholars often 

point out these variations, but they were also well known in the 

ancient Patristic world. 

Modern scholars sometimes try to recreate what they think might be the 

best or oldest version of the manuscripts making up the books of the 

Bible.  However, to be real, we can never recreate some perfect biblical 

manuscript, because no such one manuscript containing all the biblical texts 

ever existed.  There were always a number of manuscripts and variations in the texts existed from the 

earliest days of the transmission of texts.   Some non-believers use these variations to show that a literal 

reading of the Bible can’t be done.  This especially worries those who hold to a completely literalist 

reading of the text.  Atheists often take advantage of this to try to lead people to lose faith since the 

texts aren’t perfect.   But in Christian traditions which are not slaves to a literal reading of the text, the 

variations in the texts can create new insights into the reading of Scripture as well as help us appreciate 

the depths of God’s written revelation.  Since it is God’s revelation which is true and inerrant, errors in 

the written text used to communicate the revelation are not seen as invalidating the unchanging truth 

of God.  Even though the ancients valued and interpreted every tiny dot and letter in the manuscripts, 

they were amazingly calm about variations they knew existed.  They had a greater faith in God than in 

the inerrancy of the manuscripts. 

We can look at 3 instances of early church Fathers 

considering variations in the Scriptural texts which 

were well known in their day.  First, St. Irenaeus of 

Lyons(d. 202AD),  writing in the 2nd Century notes that 

there is a known variation in text of Revelation 13:18 

in which some report the number 666 but other texts 

say the number is 616.  St Irenaeus says: 
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Such, then, being the state of the case, and this number being found in all the most approved and 

ancient copies [of the Apocalypse], and those men who saw John face to face bearing their testimony [to 

it]; while reason also leads us to conclude that the number of the name of the beast, [if reckoned] 

according to the Greek mode of calculation by the [value of] the letters contained in it, will amount to six 

hundred and sixty and six; that is, the number of tens shall be equal to that of the hundreds, and the 

number of hundreds equal to that of the units (for that number which [expresses] the digit six being 

adhered to throughout, indicates the recapitulations of that apostasy, taken in its full extent, which 

occurred at the beginning, during the intermediate periods, and which shall take place at the end),–I do 

not know how it is that some have erred following the ordinary mode of speech, and have vitiated the 

middle number in the name, deducting the amount of fifty from it, so that instead of six decads they will 

have it that there is but one. [I am inclined to think that this occurred through the fault of the copyists, as 

is wont to happen, since numbers also are expressed by letters; so that the Greek letter which expresses 

the number sixty was easily expanded into the letter Iota of the Greeks.] Others then received this 

reading without examination; some in their simplicity, and upon their own responsibility, making use of 

this number expressing one decad; while some, in their inexperience, have ventured to seek out a name 

which should contain the erroneous and spurious number. Now, as regards those who have done this in 

simplicity, and without evil intent, we are at liberty to assume that pardon will be granted them by 

God.     (Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 8557-69) 

Irenaeus believes the number 666 is the correct reading and he assumes the number 616 occurs in some 

manuscripts due to a scribal error which he notes frequently happens.  Amazingly he doesn’t panic over 

the variation and even thinks God will pardon those who did this accidentally.  For Irenaeus the text 

does not become meaningless by this error, nor does it mean the text is no longer Scripture.  He 

understands the letters, numbers, words and sentences of the Scriptures are the human element 

through which God’s truth and revelation are preserved and brought through the generations 

(Tradition!).  The letters are subject to human error, but the meaning and purpose of God’s revelation is 

not altered by these human mistakes. 

The second instance is found in the writings of St. John Cassian (d. 435AD) who is 

commenting on Matthew 5:22.   Cassian shows an awareness that there are 

variations in manuscripts, and like any modern biblical scholar he also thinks some 

manuscripts are “better”, more reliable in preserving the original message,  than 

others.  Cassian believes that the less reliable manuscripts have added “without 

cause” to the original text, so the changed manuscript reads “who is angry without 

cause.”  Cassian thinks this addition was made to soften Christ’s teachings.  Cassian 

believes we are not to be angry with our Christian brothers and sisters.   He thinks 

some found this so difficult to live by, that they changed the manuscripts to say 

only if the anger is without cause is it wrong, but if we are provoked by the other 

than the anger is justified.  Cassian thinks Christ taught the much harder truth that 

anger is sin no matter what the cause of the anger.  Anger against a fellow Christian can’t be justified in 

this thinking.  So Cassian writes: 

The Lord Himself teaches us to put aside all anger when He says: ‘Whoever is angry with his brother shall 

be in danger of judgment’ (Matt. 5:22). This is the text of the best manuscripts; for it is clear from the 

purpose of Scripture in this context that the words ‘without a cause’ were added later. The Lord’s 

intention is that we should remove the root of anger, its spark, so to speak, in whatever way we can, and 
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not keep even a single pretext for anger in our hearts. Otherwise we will be stirred to anger initially for 

what appears to be a good reason and then find that our incensive power is totally out of control. The 

final cure for this sickness is to realize that we must not become angry for any reason whatsoever, 

whether just or unjust. When the demon of anger has darkened our mind, we are left with neither the 

light of discrimination, nor the assurance of true judgment, nor the guidance of righteousness, and our 

soul cannot become the temple of the Holy Spirit.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle  Loc. 2171-86) 

Cassian thinks the original teaching of Christ is really shocking and intentionally so.  Can humans living in 

community really exist without getting angry with one another?  Can we really learn to live so at peace 

with other Christians, that we ignore their faults, foibles and sins?  Cassian thinks some tried to make 

the teaching of Christ more manageable and doable by softening it and making it less demanding.  He 

thinks we need to stick with Christ’s words and intentions rather than with our ideas about what is 

possible. 

The 3rd instance of textual variation comes up on the writings of St. 

Augustine of Hippo (d. 430AD) who was a contemporary of St. John 

Cassian.  Augustine is well aware that the Greek Septuagint translation 

of the Hebrew Scriptures sometimes differed significantly from the 

known Hebrew and Aramaic texts.  Yet both were considered inspired, 

sacred Scriptures.   He considers what sense we are to make of these 

variations and how we might know which is the correct reading of the 

Scriptures.  Augustine offers this explanation: 

“The Septuagint translators, being themselves under the guidance of 

the Holy Spirit in their translation, seem to have altered some passages 

[in the Hebrew text] with the view of directing the reader’s attention more particularly to the 

investigation of the spiritual sense. ”  (A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 

55780-82) 

Augustine believes the Jewish Septuagint translators in rendering the Hebrew texts into Greek were in 

fact as inspired as the original authors of the texts.  He believes the same Holy Spirit was at work in the 

authors as in the translators.  This same inspiration led the translators to try to draw out of the texts the 

more spiritual rather than literal meaning of the words.  So they were not merely translating, they were 

interpreting/clarifying the texts under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  God was continuing to act in 

and through the Scriptures which are His living Word, not dead letters carved in stone (2 Corinthians 

3:6-7).  Augustine continues: 

“Since we find nothing else in the Scriptures than what the Spirit of God has spoken through men, if 

anything is in the Hebrew copies [of the Old Testament] and is not in the version of the Seventy [the 

Septuagint], the Spirit of God did not choose to say it through them [the seventy translators], but only 

through the prophets. But whatever is in the Septuagint and not in the Hebrew copies, the same Spirit 

chose rather to say through the latter, thus showing that both were prophets. . . . As the one Spirit of 

peace was in the former when they spoke true and concordant words, so the selfsame one Spirit has 

appeared in the latter, when, without mutual conference, they still interpreted everything as if they had 

only one mouth.”  (St. Augustine,  A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5886-

91) 
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Augustine argues that the Jewish translators were in fact inspired prophets of God.   God chose to 

render some things only in and through the Hebrew texts and this is what the original prophets 

proclaimed.  But God who continues to act through history also inspired those charged with preserving 

and translating the texts.  So God added or changed the message when the Septuagint translators were 

at work because both the times had changed and so had the people who needed to hear the message 

anew.  Thus even though God’s eternal Word is rendered in print, the written word does not limit or fix 

the possible meanings of the text nor its power in new generations of believers. 

This idea will be the same truth that is understood in 

the incarnation of Word of God in Christ.  Though Jesus 

is fully human, this does not in any way limit or 

contradict that He is fully God as well.  The incarnate 

Jesus does not change or limit the eternal Word of 

God.  God Himself chooses to place the limits of space 

and time on His divine powers in the incarnation.  But 

this does not shackle divinity.  It is a great mystery 

which is made obvious when the inspired and sacred Scriptures are translated into a new language.  God 

continues to direct His revelation to the world in the living and active Word, which is not limited by the 

physical means used to convey the spiritual message.   The power of God’s living Word was never 

limited to or by the stones on which it was carved. 

“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of 

soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the 

heart.”   (Hebrews 4:12) 

“You have been born anew, not of perishable seed but of imperishable, through the living and abiding 

word of God; for “All flesh is like grass and all its glory like the flower of grass. The grass withers, and the 

flower falls, but the word of the Lord abides for ever.” That word is the good news which was preached 

to you.”    (1 Peter 1:23-25) 

 

Hidden Meanings 

ON OCTOBER 19, 2016 IN BIBLE, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, PATRISTIC, SCRIPTURE,  WORD OF GOD 

In the previous blog, Textual Variations, we saw that there is 

a parallel between the incarnation of God the Word in Jesus 

Christ and the idea that the Scriptures are also considered 

the Word of God.  Just at Jesus’ human body hides His 

divinity and yet reveals the self-emptying nature of God, so 

in the written words of the Scriptures is hidden the 

revelation of God in the letters and words on the pages and 

yet in them we can encounter God.  For example, Origen in 

the 3rdCentury says of the Scriptures: 
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“The treasure of divine wisdom is hidden in the baser and rude vessel of words. “  (A Patristic Treasury: 

Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 1892-93) 

The letters and words written on a page of Scripture use the same alphabet and grammar as any other 

written document.  The same words that are found in secular or profane writings are also used in the 

Bible.  It is not the written letters or words themselves which are holy, but rather the written word is 

made holy by the message conveyed through “the baser and rude vessel of words.”  The holiness is 

hidden in the text, and revealed to the one who reads the text or hears it proclaimed.  This is the 

synergy between God and us humans.  It is in our reading of the Scriptures that the meaning becomes 

manifest. 

 Thus we see that the incarnation of God’s Word is experienced in many ways in our lives – not only in 

the holy Scriptures but also including through the sacraments as well as all the life in the Church.  We 

physically experience divinity in and through the 

material world of the written text, in the material 

elements of the sacraments, and in the life of the 

Church which is the Body of Christ. 

The texts of Scriptures are full of hidden meanings 

– if one delves into the Scripture getting beyond 

their literal reading, one encounters layers of 

meaning which speak to us about God’s revealing 

Himself to us.  We see this thinking already in the 

New Testament’s reading of the Old Testament in 

which the obvious literal meaning of a text is 

superseded by a spiritual reading of the text. 

But he answered them, “An evil and adulterous 

generation seeks for a sign; but no sign shall be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah. For as 

Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the whale, so will the Son of man be three days and 

three nights in the heart of the earth. The men of Nineveh will arise at the judgment with this generation 

and condemn it; for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah 

is here.  (Matthew 12:39-41) 

The Evangelist Matthew understands Jesus to teach that the 

very point of the story of Jonah is not so much a history lesson 

as is it is a prophecy of the death and resurrection of the 

Messiah. [Which is also why Jonah’s prophecy is read on Holy 

Saturday in the Orthodox Church.]  Thus we see in prophecy the 

incarnation of the Word of God is hidden yet also revealed in 

Christ.  St. Cyril of Alexandria (d. 444AD) writes: 

“The word of the holy prophets is always obscure. It is filled with 

hidden meanings and is in travail with the predictions of divine 

mysteries. ”  (A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for 

Today, Kindle Loc. Loc. 4960-61) 
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The early Christians took their cue from the New 

Testament’s interpretation of the Old Testament to see 

there are hidden meanings in the most obvious of texts. 

St Paul proclaims to the Christians at Corinth: 

For it is written in the law of Moses, “You shall not 

muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain.” Is it for 

oxen that God is concerned? Does he not speak entirely 

for our sake? It was written for our sake, because the 

plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh 

in hope of a share in the crop. If we have sown spiritual good among you, is it too much if we reap your 

material benefits?   (1 Corinthians 9:9-11) 

Such a Scriptural interpretation of older scriptures led the Patristic authors to conclude that the reading 

of the Old Testament needs to be done in Christ or the meaning hidden in the text will never be 

revealed. 

“For there are many mysteries hidden in the divine Scriptures, and we do not know God’s meaning in 

what is said there. ‘Do not be contemptuous of our frankness’, says St Gregory the Theologian, ‘and find 

fault with our words, when we adroit our ignorance.’ It is stupid and uncouth, declares St Dionysios the 

Areopagite, to give attention not to the meaning intended but only to the words.’ But he who seeks with 

holy grief will find. This is a task to be undertaken in fear, for through fear things hidden are revealed to 

us.”  (St Peter of Damaskos, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 29489-502) 

The Patristic writers realized one could easily misread the Old Testament text if one only literally read 

the words and didn’t seek the Christological meaning of the text.  Even St. Paul reads the Scripture 

seeking its hidden meaning: 

Tell me, you who desire to be under law, do you not hear the law? For it is written that Abraham had two 

sons, one by a slave and one by a free woman. But the son of the slave was born according to the flesh, 

the son of the free woman through promise. Now this is an allegory: these women are two covenants. 

One is from Mount Sinai, bearing children for slavery; she is Hagar. Now Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia; 

she corresponds to the present Jerusalem, for she is in slavery with her children.    (Galatians 4:21-25) 

So St Peter of Damaskos says: 

“Let him who understands take note. For the Logos 

wishes to transmit things to us in a way that is neither 

too clear nor too obscure, but is in our best 

interests. St John Chrysostom says that it is a great 

blessing from God that some parts of the Scriptures 

are clear while others are not. By means of the first we 

acquire faith and ardor and do not fall into disbelief 

and laziness because of our utter inability to grasp 

what is said. By means of the second we are roused to 

enquiry and effort, thus both strengthening our understanding and learning humility from the fact that 

everything is not intelligible to us. Hence, if we take stock of the gifts conferred on us, we will reap 
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humility and longing for God from both what we understand and what we do not.”  (THE 

PHILOKALIA,  Kindle Loc. 31210-16) 

Some of the texts in Scripture are easy to understand – they are written to help bring us to faith in God 

and love for the Creator.  Other texts are hard to understand, and intentionally so to make us stop and 

read and reread a text in order to reflect on it to see its real meaning. 

But there are some things about God which remain a mystery for us – things which are too great and too 

marvelous for us. 

If, therefore, even with respect to creation, there are some things [the knowledge of] Which belongs only 

to God, and others which come within the range of our own knowledge, what ground is there for 

complaint, if, in regard to those things which we investigate in the Scriptures (which are throughout 

spiritual), we are able by the grace of God to explain some of them, while we must leave others in the 

hands of God, and that not only in the present world, but also in that which is to come, so that God 

should forever teach, and man should for ever learn the things taught him by God?  . . .  If, for instance, 

any one asks, “What was God doing before He made the world?” we reply that the answer to such a 

question lies with God Himself. For that this world was formed perfect by God, receiving a beginning in 

time, the Scriptures teach us; but no Scripture reveals to us what God was employed about before this 

event. The answer therefore to that question remains with God, and it is not proper for us to aim at 

bringing forward foolish, rash, and blasphemous suppositions [in reply to it]; so, as by one’s imagining 

that he has discovered the origin of matter, he should in reality set aside God Himself who made all 

things.    (St. Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 3153-57, 3164-69) 

Additionally, while the Scriptural texts themselves can be clear in their 

meaning, or might contain a hidden meaning, the spiritual life of the 

reader of the text also affects what the person will be able to understand 

from the text.  The 11th Century monk Nikitas Stithatos points out: 

The reading of the Scriptures means one thing for those who have but 

recently embraced the life of holiness, another for those who have 

attained the middle state, and another for those who are moving rapidly 

towards perfection. For the first, the Scriptures are bread from God’s 

table, strengthening their hearts (cf. Ps. 104:15) in the holy struggle for 

virtue and filling them with forcefulness, power and courage in their 

battle against the spirits that activate the passions, so that they can 

say, ‘For me Thou hast prepared a table with food against my enemies’ (Ps. 23:5). For the second, the 

Scriptures are wine from God’s chalice, gladdening their hearts (cf. Ps. 104:15) and transforming them 

through the power of the inner meaning, so that their intellect is raised above the letter that kills and led 

searchingly into the depths of the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 3:6; 1 Cor. 2:10), In this way they are enabled to 

discover and give birth to the inner meaning, so that fittingly they can exclaim, ‘Thy chalice makes me 

drunk as the strongest wine’ (Ps. 23:5. LXX). Finally, for those approaching perfection the Scriptures are 

the oil of the Holy Spirit (cf. Ps. 104:15), anointing the soul, making it gentle and humble through the 

excess of the divine illumination they bestow, and raising it wholly above the lowliness of the body, so 

that in its glory it may cry, ‘Thou hast anointed my head with oil’ (Ps. 23:5) and ‘Thy mercy shall follow 

me all the days of my life‘ (Ps. 23:6).    (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle 38302-38331) 
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Thus it is not only the text which has meaning – the reader interacts with the text and then based upon 

the reader’s own spiritual maturity is able to draw meaning from the text.  People who have progressed 

further in the faith might also receive greater enlightenment from any one text.  So St Peter of 

Damaskos notes: 

This is especially true of the person who has made some progress in the practice of the moral virtues, for 

this teaches the intellect many things related to its association with the passions. Nevertheless, he does 

not know all the mysteries hidden by God in each verse of Scripture, but only as much as the purity of his 

intellect is able to comprehend through God’s grace. This is clear from the fact that we often understand 

a certain passage in the course of our contemplation, grasping one or two of the senses in which it was 

written; then after a while our intellect may increase in purity and be allowed to perceive other 

meanings, superior to the first. As a result, in bewilderment and wonder at God’s grace and His ineffable 

wisdom, we are overcome with awe before ‘the God of knowledge’, as the prophetess Hannah calls Him 

(cf. 1 Sam. 2:3).”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 

31791-801) 

Any text of Scripture has meaning, but not all 

meanings are accessible by any one 

reader.  God gives to each reader as they are 

capable of understanding.  Thus our spiritual 

growth and progress shapes what we are 

capable of learning from the scriptural text.  Scriptures are the living Word of God and do interact with 

the reader.  The synergy between the reader and the text opens meanings to the reader, each given the 

meaning according to their ability just as each person in the parable received the talent from the 

Master  (Matthew 25:15). 

 

Interpreting the Scripture (I) ON OCTOBER 25, 2016 IN BIBLE, ORTHODOX CHURCH, PATRISTIC, 

SCRIPTURE  

In this blog series, we are exploring what it means that Jesus 

Christ is the Word of God incarnate (John 1) while 

simultaneously we also refer to the Bible, the written text as 

the Word of God.  Orthodoxy in its hymns certainly places an 

emphasis on Jesus being the Word of God incarnate.   The 

Word is a person rather than a book.  We understand that the 

Scriptures witness to Christ (John 5:39-40).  The Scriptures as 

the Word of God have many peculiar elements to them  (such 

as being subject to scribal error, see Textual Variations) that 

would certainly tell us that they can be considered the Word 

of God only in a particular way.  They can be translated into many languages with all the linguistic and 

cultural nuances that introduces to the text, and yet still be considered the same Word of God.  And as 

every English speaking person knows, the number of different translations into one language can be 

many and they can have so many variations in the translations as to make one wonder if the same 

original text can have so many different possible meanings. 
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Modern scholars point out many facts about the Scriptures’ composition and development some of 

which question the divine inspiration of the Scriptures.  These insights of modern scholarship however 

are often not new but were well known in the ancient Christian world.  St. Irenaeus of Lyons (martyred 

in 202AD) for example is aware that the each of the four Gospels were written 

for differing audiences and for different purposes.  He writes: 

“The Gospel according to Matthew was written to the Jews. For they laid 

particular stress upon the fact that Christ [should be] of the seed of David. 

Matthew also, who had a still greater desire [to establish this point], took 

particular pains to afford them convincing proof that Christ is of the seed of 

David; and therefore he commences with [an account of] His 

genealogy.”   (Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 9161-67) 

St Peter of Damaskos  (12th Century) is keenly aware that some Christians in 

his day doubted that the Letter to the Hebrews was written by St. Paul and 

believed rather that it was written pseudonymously. Peter rejects the claim 

but the point here is these things were disputed long before modern scholarship came along. 

“Again, some say in their lack of experience that the Epistle to the Hebrews was not 

written by St Paul, or that St Dionysios the Areopagite did not write one of the 

treatises ascribed to him. But if a man will pay attention to these same works, he 

will discover the truth. If the matter pertains to nature, the saints gain their 

knowledge of it from spiritual insight, that is, from the spiritual knowledge of 

nature and from the contemplation of created beings that is attained through the 

intellect’s purity; and so they expound God’s purpose in these things with complete 

accuracy. Searching the Scriptures, as St John Chrysostom says, like gold-miners 

who seek out the finest veins. In this way they ensure that ‘not the smallest letter 

or most insignificant accent is lost’, as the Lord put it (Matt. 5:18).”  (THE 

PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 31860-75) 

As St. Peter notes, St. John Chrysostom was interested in every tiny mark or unusual twist in the texts of 

the Scriptures.  Everything was significant since the writings were considered to be God’s Word and not 

merely human endeavors.  Though indeed the written texts belong to human effort and a spiritual need, 

the authors were inspired by God to write.  So, Scripture is always a work of synergy between God and 

humans – not only between those who wrote them and God but also between the reader of the texts 

and God.  So St. Justin Martyradmits there may appear contradictions in the scriptural texts when we 

read them literally, but this is dealt with by the way we read/interpret the text.  The problems is in our 

understanding of differing texts, not in what God is saying to us. 

St. Justin the Martyr 

“I am entirely convinced that no Scripture contradicts another. I shall admit rather 

that I do not understand what is recorded, and shall strive to persuade those who 

imagine that the Scriptures are contradictory to be of the same opinion [about 

Scripture] as myself. “  (A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Loc. 

867-69) 
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St. Augustine who wrote voluminous comments on the Scriptures was aware that the texts of the 

Scriptures were troublesome to interpret.  He believes the Scriptures to be true and grants that any one 

text can have different interpretations.  After all, Scripture is God’s Word, and so one would expect that 

at times we humans might realize God’s Word is much deeper than we can comprehend. 

“What more liberal and more fruitful provision could God have made in regard to the sacred Scriptures 

than that the same words might be understood in several senses, all of which are sanctioned by the 

concurring testimony of other passages equally divine?”  (St. Augustine, A Patristic Treasury: Early 

Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5578-80) 

“But the truths which those words contain appear to different inquirers in a different light, and of all the 

meanings that they can bear, which of us can lay his finger upon one and say that it is what Moses had in 

mind and what he meant us to understand by his words?”  (St. Augustine,  A Patristic Treasury: Early 

Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5820-22) 

“For all the differences between them, there is truth in each of these opinions. May this truth give birth 

to harmony, and may the Lord our God have pity on us so that we may apply the law legitimately, that is, 

to the end prescribed in the commandment, which is love undefiled.”  (St. Augustine,  A Patristic 

Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5829-31) 

“When so many meanings, all of them acceptable as true, can be extracted from the words that Moses 

wrote, do you not see how foolish it is to make a bold assertion that one in particular is the one he had in 

mind? Do you not see how foolish it is to enter into mischievous arguments which are an offense against 

that very love for the sake of which he wrote every one of the words that we are trying to explain? ”  (St. 

Augustine,  A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5824-27) 

Augustine understands the Scriptures are rich and deep and a divine treasury, so if 

we approach them imagining them to have one and only one meaning, we are 

imposing on them human limits and concerns, but God’s Word is not limited by 

human imagination or intelligence.  It is possible that we will never know exactly 

what the original author of the Scriptures meant as we are separated by many 

centuries and by differing languages and cultures.  That still doesn’t mean God 

can’t or won’t speak to us through the text.  There is inspiration in the reading as 

well as in the writing of Scripture. 

“Prophetic diction delights in mingling figurative and real language, and thus in some sort veiling the 

sense. (20:16) No doubt, though this book [Revelation] is called the Apocalypse [“the unveiling”], there 

are in it many obscure passages to exercise the mind of the reader, and there are few passages so plain 

that they assist us in the interpretation of the others, even though we take pains; and this difficulty is 

increased by the repetition of the same things, in forms so different, that the things referred to seem to 

be different, although in fact they are only differently stated. ”  (St. Augustine,  A Patristic Treasury: Early 

Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5904-8) 

St. Augustine admits that in Scripture at times God intentionally veils His purpose and meaning in 

figurative language.  God wants us to seek out His will, and gives us opportunity to work with Him by 

using language and images in the Scriptures that we must work with God to understand. Sometimes God 

uses several incompatible metaphors to give us the same message.  We have to realize that the multiple 
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different images don’t mean there are many differing messages but only that God is emphasizing one 

message using several different images. 

St. John of Damascus commenting on Genesis 1 notes that 

earlier church fathers had interpreted Genesis 1 differently 

from each other and had come to various beliefs about the 

nature of the heavens and the earth.  He accepts all of these 

interpretations as possible and perhaps with the limits of the 

science of his day as probable.  He is acknowledging that we do 

read the Scriptures with and through the lens of our own 

knowledge, and that it is possible to come to different 

conclusions from the text of Scriptures based upon the assumptions we begin with.  But these 

differences are not about the doctrine of God, but only about an understanding of the earth or all of 

creation itself.  Thus, following his reasoning, we understand how it is that now modern science in 

studying the created order has come to some conclusions different than any of the earlier saints might 

have thought.  But this is OK .   We are using the scientific knowledge that God has given our generation 

to study and understand the created world.  This doesn’t in anyway compromise the nature of 

God.  God is the Creator, no matter how we understand science or the creation.  The ancients for 

example thought all created things were made up of one of 4 elements, or that human body was 

governed by the humors.  We now think about atoms and sub-atomic particles as making up all things 

and we know the relationship between energy and matter which the ancients didn’t know.  So, St. John 

tells us: 

“But further, God called the firmament also heaven, which He commanded to be in the midst of the 

waters, setting it to divide the waters that are above the firmament from the waters that are below the 

firmament. And its nature, according to the divine Basilius, who is versed in the mysteries of divine 

Scripture, is delicate as smoke. Others, however, hold that it is watery in nature, since it is set in the 

midst of the waters: others say it is composed of the four elements: and lastly, others speak of it as a filth 

body, distinct from the four elements. 

Further, some have thought that the heaven encircles the 

universe and has the form of a sphere, and that 

everywhere it is the highest point, and that the centre of 

the space enclosed by it is the lowest part: and, further, 

that those bodies that are light and airy are allotted by the 

Creator the upper region: while those that are heavy and 

tend to descend occupy the lower region, which is the 

middle. The element, then, that is lightest and most 

inclined to soar upwards is fire, and hence they hold that 

its position is immediately after the heaven, and they call it 

ether, and after it comes the lower air. But earth and 

water, which are heavier and have more of a downward tendency, are suspended in the centre. 

Therefore, taking them in the reverse order, we have in the lowest situation earth and water: but water 

is lighter than earth, and hence is more easily set in motion: above these on all hands, like a covering; is 

the circle of air, and all round the air is the circle of ether, and outside air is the circle of the 

heaven.    (Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, Kindle Loc Loc. 767-780) 
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The thinking of the Church Fathers is that the Scriptures are not so concerned with what we today 

would call science.  The Scriptures can be read literally, but that is not their main purpose.  They are 

opening heaven to us.  They are revealing the divine life to us, and we need to see the Scriptures exactly 

in that light and having that purpose.   The Scriptures are not revealing the scientific nature of creation 

but rather are revealing the Creator of the universe to us.  So Symeon Metaphrastes writing in 

the Makarian Homilies makes this commentary on a text of the Pentateuch: 

“Moses indicates figuratively that the soul should not be divided in will 

between good and evil, but should pursue the good alone; and that it 

must cultivate not the dual fruits of virtue and vice but those of virtue 

only. For he says: ‘Do not yoke together on your threshing floor animals 

of a different species, such as ox and ass; but yoke together animals of 

the same species and so thresh your corn’ (cf. Deut. 22:10). This is to 

say, do not let virtue and vice work together on the threshing floor of 

your heart, but let virtue alone work there. Again he says: ‘Do not 

weave flax into a woolen garment, or wool into a linen garment’ (cf. 

Deut. 22:11); and: ‘Do not cultivate two kinds of fruit together on the 

same patch of your land’ (cf. Deut. 22:9). Similarly, you are not to mate 

an animal of one species with an animal of another species, but to mate 

like with like. All this is a concealed way of saying that you must not 

cultivate virtue and vice together in yourself, but you must devote yourself singlemindedly to producing 

the fruits of virtue; and you must not share your soul with two spirits – the Spirit of God and the spirit of 

the world – but you must give it solely to the Spirit of God and must reap only the fruits of the Spirit. It is 

for this reason that the psalmist writes: ‘I have prospered in all Thy commandments; I hate every false 

way’ (Ps. 119:128).” (THE PHILOKALIA,  Kindle Loc. 32528-45) 

The reading Symeon uses  and his reasoning for reading the text in this particular way is exactly that of 

St. Paul: 

For it is written in the law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain.” Is it 

for oxen that God is concerned? Does he not speak entirely for our sake? It was written for our sake, 

because the plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of a share in the crop.  (1 

Corinthians 9:9-10) 

The Fathers often saw the Scriptures as refuting the pagan legends of the creation of the world. 

 Creation dragons 

But their interpretation of the Scriptures also shows us that 

they were not intending to read the Bible to refute modern 

science. Modern scientific ideas were not on their radar 

screens at all.  Their refutation of pagan ideas of creation 

was to bring all people to the knowledge of the one true 

Creator of the universe.  We are to read the Scriptures for 

the same reason today. 
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Interpreting the Scriptures (II)   ON OCTOBER 26, 2016 BY FR. TEDIN   

Previous post in series:  Interpreting the Scripture (I).  First post in the 

series: Jesus Christ, The Word of God and Scriptures 

The Fathers of the Church recognize that the written Scriptures require 

interpretation.  The written texts occasionally are self- evident in their 

meaning and can be read at face value, but often they contain within them 

the prophecies and revelations of God hidden in familiar images, events, and 

in the language of the text.  First, one has to have godly wisdom to realize 

there is more to the text than meets the eye.  Second, one needs the proper 

context in order to interpret the texts correctly.  Unbelieving Jews misread 

the Scriptures and so failed to see Jesus as Messiah. 

The Church Fathers also knew that because the written Scriptures existed, 

anyone could pick them up and read them and interpret them.   It was obvious to all that not all 

interpretations of the texts were correct.  Wrong beliefs in the first place would result in an incorrect 

reading of the texts.  Some others might have nefarious reasons for intentionally misreading the texts. 

The Fathers of the Church offered many images about what happens when people holding wrong beliefs 

endeavor to read the Scriptures.  The Scriptures are sometimes 

portrayed as a mosaic – all the pieces of the correct picture are 

there, but they still must be  assembled correctly to get the 

image intended by God from the pieces.  The mosaic pieces can 

in fact be put together in many different ways, but some of the 

ways are incorrect and some are even offensive to God. 

For example,  St. Irenaeus of Lyons writing about those who 

falsely interpret the Scriptures says: 

“They gather their views from other sources than the Scriptures; 

and, to use a common proverb, they strive to weave ropes of 

sand, while they endeavor to adapt with an air of probability to their own peculiar assertions the 

parables of the Lord, the sayings of the prophets, and the words of the apostles, in order that their 

scheme may not seem altogether without support. In doing so, however, they disregard the order and 

the connection of the Scriptures, and so far as in them lies, 

dismember and destroy the truth. By transferring passages, and 

dressing them up anew, and making one thing out of another, they 

succeed in deluding many through their wicked art in adapting the 

oracles of the Lord to their opinions. 

Their manner of acting is just as if one, when a beautiful image of a 

king has been constructed by some skillful artist out of precious 

jewels, should then take this likeness of the man all to pieces, 

should rearrange the gems, and so fit them together as to make 

them into the form of a dog or of a fox, and even that but poorly 

executed; and should then maintain and declare that this was the 

beautiful image of the king which the skillful artist constructed, 
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pointing to the jewels which had been admirably fitted together by the first artist to form the image of 

the king, but have been with bad effect transferred by the latter one to the shape of a dog, and by thus 

exhibiting the jewels, should deceive the ignorant who had no conception what a king’s form was like, 

and persuade them that that miserable likeness of the fox was, in fact, the beautiful image of the king. In 

like manner do these persons patch together old wives’ fables, and then endeavor, by violently drawing 

away from their proper connection, words, expressions, and parables whenever found, to adapt the 

oracles of God to their baseless fictions. We have already stated how far they proceed in this way with 

respect to the interior of the Pleroma.    (Against Heresies and 

Fragments, Kindle Loc. 423-36) 

Reading the Scriptures, searching not just for meaning, but for 

the Truth, means understanding what one reads.  We have to be 

able to properly assemble the texts in the light of Christ to 

understand them.  It is possible to assemble them wrongly as St. 

Irenaeus warns.  One needs guidance to recognize the proper 

template for assembling the words, prophecies and poems.  The 

template is Jesus Christ.   One needs Christ in order to know 

what it is the Scriptures are portraying to us. 

So one can have the Scriptures, all the precious pieces of the 

mosaic, but not know how to assemble them correctly.  One can have the Scriptures but if one lacks the 

proper key to understanding them, then one will not come to the proper interpretation of them.  When 

that happens  one creates the wrong image with the mosaic pieces.  One’s own faith, moral life, 

relationship to Jesus Christ, all shape how one reads the texts and uses them. A purity of faith and a 

purity of heart are needed to see the true picture being offered by the Scriptures. 

“For that there is nothing whatever openly, expressly, and without controversy said in any part of 

Scripture respecting the Father conceived of by those who hold a contrary opinion, they themselves 

testify, when they maintain that the Savior privately taught these same things not to all, but to certain 

only of His disciples who could comprehend them, and who understood what was intended by Him 

through means of arguments, enigmas, and parables. They come, [in fine,] to this, that they maintain 

there is one Being who is proclaimed as God, and another as Father, He who is set forth as such through 

means of parables and enigmas.  But since parables admit of many interpretations, what lover of truth 

will not acknowledge, that for them to assert God 

is to be searched out from these, while they desert 

what is certain, indubitable, and true, is the part 

of men who eagerly throw themselves into 

danger, and act as if destitute of reason? And is 

not such a course of conduct not to build one’s 

house upon a rock which is firm, strong, and 

placed in an open position, but upon the shifting 

sand? Hence the overthrow of such a building is a 

matter of ease.”    (St. Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against 

Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 3115-24) 
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Many passages in Scripture invite interpretation – the parables for example.  St. Irenaeus argues that it 

is dangerous to form dogma from passages like the  parables which are so open to interpretation when 

there exists plenty of passages in Scripture which have unambiguous passages with absolutely straight 

forward doctrine.   It is a warning that while there may be many ways to interpret certain passages (such 

as parables), not all interpretations are correct – one has to rightly divide/define the Word and apply the 

appropriate scripture to its appropriate use.  The key to interpretation is found in the apostolic 

community of believers, in and through Tradition, the canon of Scritpure, the apostolic succession.  This 

is the context created by Jesus Christ.  St Symeon the New Theologian comments: 

“Many read the Holy Scriptures and hear them read. But few can grasp their meaning and import. For 

some what is said in the Scriptures is impossible, for others it is altogether beyond belief. Some again 

interpret them wrongly: they apply things said about the present to the future, and things said about the 

future to the past or else to what happens daily. In this way they reveal a lack of true judgment and 

discernment in things both human and divine.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 35392-95) 

The Church is the Body of Christ, and only in the Body of Christ do we faithfully interpret the Scriptures 

of God. 

 

Interpreting the Scripture (III) 

ON OCTOBER 27, 2016  IN BIBLE, ORTHODOX CHURCH, ORTHODOXY, PATRISTIC, SCRIPTURE  

“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of 

soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before 

him no creature is hidden, but all are open and laid bare to the eyes of him with whom we have to 

do.”   (Hebrews 4:12-13) 

Previous post in this series: Interpreting the 

Scripture (II) 

The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews gives 

us an insight into the Word of God which is 

what so many of the Church Fathers wrote 

about.  The Word of God is living – we don’t 

simply read it and then read a meaning into 

it.  Rather the Word of God discerns our 

thoughts and out intentions and opens our 

understanding of the Scriptures based upon 

what we are capable of receiving from 

Him.  There is a true and living interaction 

between the Scriptures and the one who is reading them.  Reading the Scriptures properly is to have a 

full relationship with the Word of God.  We bring our thoughts, faith, hope and love to the Scriptures 

and the Word of God interacts with us, relating to us those things about Himself which we are prepared 

to receive.  This is why the reading of the Scriptures is also combined in Orthodox Tradition with fasting 

and prayer.   The Word of God is not print on a page, the Word of God is Jesus Christ.  This is part of the 

mystery revealed in the incarnation. 
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In the previous blog we encountered how the Patristic writers saw the interaction between the 

Scriptures and readers of the Bible when those reading held false or distorted ideas about God.  In the 

end, their interpretations of the Scriptures were also distorted.  To have the right relationship with the 

Word of God, one must have right faith, and have a heart and mind committed to serving God.  In this 

post, we will look at some other issues Orthodox teachers have noted about relating to the Word of God 

– not the Bible text, but to the living Word who interacts with us. 

First, a comment from St. Augustine admitting 

that it is possible that some texts in the Bible 

may have had a specific meaning to the author 

of the text and to those to whom the text was 

originally written, but we no longer know, or 

even can know that meaning.  History now 

separates us from those in the original 

discussion and we don’t know (and can’t know) 

all of the circumstances, meanings and nuances 

of those texts.  Scholarship cannot uncover 

some things which have been lost to 

history.  Augustine writes: 

The words, “And now you know what is restraining”—i.e., you know what hindrance or cause of delay 

there is—“that he may be revealed in his own time” [2 Thess 2:6], show that he [St. Paul] did not make 

an explicit statement, since he said that they knew. But we who do not have their knowledge wish, but 

are unable even with great effort, to understand what the apostle referred to, especially since his 

meaning is made still more obscure by what he adds. For what does he mean when he says, “The 

mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only He who now restrains will do so until He is taken out of 

the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed” [2 Thess 2:7–8]? I frankly confess I do not know what 

he means. ”  (A Patristic Treasury: Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc. 5909-14) 

St. Augustine was willing to acknowledge, what many pastors and biblical commentators today will not 

admit, that the meaning of a passage is beyond us.   Today, many biblical commentators fear that to 

acknowledge there are things in the Scritpures we do not know, or even cannot know, might cast doubts 

on their interpretation of things.  And the reason is because truthfully it is their personal interpretation 

of the Scriptures, rather than what the Scriptures actually say.  These commentators really are saying 

that God is not smarter than they are, that is why they understand everything the Scriptures say.  But if 

the Word of God is active and alive, the Word may interact with some people, some who are no longer 

with us, revealing His full meaning.  But that meaning is no 

longer ours to have.  It means we have to stand silent in the 

face of certain Scriptures.  We must be humble before God 

and neighbor recognizing that the Scriptures really do 

contain the mysteries and revelation of God, yet we might 

not be the people to fully understand them. 

Acknowledging that the Scriptures might still have hidden in 

them the Word of God but that we cannot access the 

meaning of those texts takes away from all of us the arrogant 
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claim that we alone know the full meaning of all the Scriptures.  The saints through the centuries 

realized there are many reasons why we might not fully understand some passages of Scripture.   Just 

because we are able to discern the meaning of a word or name or thing in Scripture at one point in the 

text, means we fully understand that word or name every time it is used in the Bible.  The Word is living, 

and consequently, the Word may have different connotations in different passages and in the minds of 

the different authors using the words.  St Maximos the Confessor expounds: 

“Not all persons and things designated in Holy Scripture by the same word are necessarily to be 

understood in exactly the same way. On the contrary, if we are to infer the meaning of the written text 

correctly, each thing mentioned must clearly be understood according to the significance that underlies 

its verbal form. If always understood in the same way, none of the persons, places, times, or any of the 

other things mentioned in Scripture, whether animate or inanimate, sensible or intelligible, will yield 

either the literal or spiritual sense intended. Thus he who wishes to study the divine knowledge of 

Scripture without floundering must respect the differences of the recorded events or sayings, and 

interpret each in a different way, assigning to it the appropriate spiritual sense according to the context 

of place and time.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 19118-26) 

All scriptural texts have a context in which they were written, a context in which they were originally 

understood.  And every reader of the text also has a context which shapes the reader’s understanding of 

the text before them.   St. Maximos reflecting on the Gospel comments: 

“Pilate is a type of the natural law; the Jewish crowd is a type of the written law. He who has not risen 

through faith above the two laws cannot therefore receive the truth which is beyond nature and 

expression. On the contrary, he invariably crucifies the Logos, for he sees the Gospel either, like a Jew, as 

a stumbling-block or, like a Greek, as foolishness (cf. 1 Cor. 1:23).”   (The Philokalia, Loc. 14473-78) 

The reader of the Bible must be as inspired as the original authors in 

order to comprehend the message intended in the Scriptures.  St Peter 

of Damaskos in a more lengthy discourse gives us further insight into 

this living relationship between the reader of the Bible and the Word of 

God. 

“I am not speaking here about the mere act of listening to a passage of 

Scripture or to some other person; for this does not by itself involve 

purity of intellect or divine revelation. I am speaking about the person 

who possesses knowledge but distrusts himself until he finds another 

passage from Scripture or from one of the saints that confirms his 

spontaneous knowledge of the scriptural passage or of some sensible or 

intelligible reality. And if instead of one meaning he should find many as 

a result of giving attention to either the divine Scriptures or the holy fathers, he should not lose faith and 

think that there is a contradiction. For one text or object can signify many things. Take clothing, for 

example: one person may say that it warms, another that it adorns, and another that it protects; yet all 

three are correct, since clothing is useful alike for warmth, for adornment and for protection. All three 

have grasped the purpose assigned by God to clothing; and Holy Scripture and the very nature of-things 

themselves confirm it. But if someone whose intention is to rob and pilfer should say that clothing exists 

in order to be stolen, he would be an utter liar, for neither the Scriptures nor the nature of things suggest 

that it exists for this purpose; and even the laws punish those who do steal it. The same applies to 
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everything, whether visible or invisible, and to every word of the divine Scriptures. For the saints neither 

know the whole of God’s purpose with regard to every object or scriptural text, nor on the other hand do 

they write down once and for all everything that they do know. This is because in the first place God is 

beyond comprehension, and His wisdom is not limited in such a way that an angel or man can grasp it in 

its entirety. As St John Chrysostom says with regard to a certain point of spiritual exegesis, we say about 

it as much as should be said at the moment, but God, in addition to what we say, knows other 

unfathomable meanings as well. And, in the second place, because of men’s incapacity and weakness it 

is not good for even the saints themselves to say all that they know; for they might speak at too great a 

length, thus making themselves offensive or unintelligible because of the confusion in their reader’s 

mind. As St Gregory the Theologian observes, what is said should be commensurate to the capacity of 

those to whom it is addressed. For this reason the same saint may say one thing about a certain matter 

today, and another tomorrow; and yet there is no contradiction, provided the hearer has knowledge and 

experience of the matter under discussion. Again, one saint may say one thing and another say 

something different about the same passage of the Holy Scriptures, since divine grace often gives varying 

interpretations suited to the particular person or moment in question. The only thing required is that 

everything said or done should be said or done in accordance with 

God’s intention, and that it should be attested by the words of 

Scripture. For should anyone preach anything contrary to God’s 

intention or contrary to the nature of things, then even if he is an 

angel St Paul’s words, ‘Let him be accursed’ (Gal. 1:8), will apply to 

him. This is what St Dionysios the Areopagite, St Antony and St 

Maximos the Confessor affirm.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 

31801-59) 

How we read a text – what meaning we derive from it, is thus not 

merely found in scholarly research.  The meaning of the text 

appears to us to the degree we are faithful to Christ as Lord, have a 

pure heart, and have entered into Church, the Body of Christ.  The 

contemporary Orthodox theologian Andrew Louthsummarizes this 

understanding of God’s Word this way: 

“What does all this add up to? It suggests to my mind an attitude to Scripture that sees it not as some 

flat collection of infallible texts about religious matters, but rather as a body of witness of varying 

significance – some clearly crucial, as witnessing very directly to Christ, others less important (though 

never of no importance), as their witness to Christ is more oblique. 

And the criteria for importance are bound up in some way with the 

way the Church has taken them up into her experience. There is a 

hierarchy, a shape: the Gospel Book at the centre, the Apostle flanking 

it, and then a variety of texts from the Old Testament, generally 

accessed not through some volume called the Bible, but from extracts 

contained in the liturgical books, along with other texts: songs, 

passages from the Fathers and so on. The Scriptures then have a kind 

of shape, a shape that relates to our experience of 

them.   (Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle Loc. Loc. 395-

401) 
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The Old and The New Covenants 

ON OCTOBER 31, 2016  IN BIBLE, ORTHODOX CHURCH, PATRISTIC, SCRIPTURE  

“The grace of the New Testament is mystically hidden in the letter of the Old.”  (St. Maximos the 

Confessor, The Philokalia, Loc. 14653) 

Previous post in series: Interpreting the Scripture (III) 

 

Clearly the Church Fathers saw all of the Scriptures as 

essential.  The Old Testament bore witness to 

Christ.  The New Testament was hidden in the text of 

the Old Testament.  The New Testament revealed the 

meaning of the Old Testament.  Christ who was but a 

shadow in the Old Testament, now is fully revealed in 

the New.  You cannot completely understand either 

Covenant without the other. 

We have already encountered how Jesus read and understood the Old Testament: 

Jesus said:  “You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they 

that bear witness to me; yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life. I do not receive glory from 

men. But I know that you have not the love of God within you. I have come in my Father’s name, and you 

do not receive me; if another comes in his own name, him you will receive. How can you believe, who 

receive glory from one another and do not seek the glory that comes from the only God? Do not think 

that I shall accuse you to the Father; it is Moses who accuses you, on whom you set your hope. If you 

believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote of me. But if you do not believe his writings, how will 

you believe my words?”   (John 5: 39-47) 

And he said to them, “O foolish men, and slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! Was 

it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into his glory?” And beginning with 

Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself. . . 

.    Then he said to them, “These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with you, that 

everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be 

fulfilled.”    (Luke 24:25-27, 44) 

Jesus and Moses   

Our Lord Jesus Christ had no doubt that the Old Testament was written 

about Him, and that Moses and all the prophets were writing about the 

Messiah when they presented the prophecies and promises of God.  So 

too, St. Cyril  of Jerusalem writing in the  4th Century says: 

“Pass from the old to the new, from the figure to the reality. There 

Moses was sent by God to Egypt; here Christ is sent from the Father into 

the world. Moses’ mission was to lead a persecuted people out of 

Egypt; Christ’s, to rescue all the people of the world who were under the 
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tyranny of sin. There the blood of a lamb was the charm against the destroyer; here, the blood of the 

unspotted Lamb, Jesus Christ, is appointed your inviolable sanctuary against demons. Pharaoh pursued 

that people of old right into the sea; this outrageous spirit [i.e., Satan], the impudent author of all evil, 

followed each of you up to the very verge of the saving streams [i.e., your baptisms]. That other tyrant is 

engulfed and drowned in the Red Sea; this one is destroyed in the saving water.”   (A Patristic Treasury: 

Early Church Wisdom for Today, Kindle Loc.  Loc. 3540-45) 

The stories and history of the Old Testament prefigure Christ, to make the Messiah visible and 

recognizable.  The narrative of the Old Testament helps us to understand who Jesus is and how He is 

bringing about the salvation of the world.  St. Maximos the Confessor who like all Fathers expounded on 

the Scriptures said: 

“The Law is the shadow of the Gospel. The Gospel is the image of the blessings held in store. The Law 

checks the actualization of evil. The Gospel brings about the realization of divine blessings.”  (The 

Philokalia, Loc. 14659-62) 

St Maximos reads Zechariah 4:1-4 – 

“And the angel who talked with me came again, and waked me, like a man that is wakened out of his 

sleep. And he said to me, “What do you see?” I said, “I see, and behold, a lampstand all of gold, … And 

there are two olive trees by it, one on the right of the bowl and the other on its left.” 

Maximos comments: 

I think that the olive tree on the left side of the candlestick signifies the Old Testament, in which the 

emphasis is mainly on practical philosophy; while that on the right signifies the New Testament, which 

teaches a new revelation and brings each believer to a state of contemplation. The first supplies the 

qualities of virtue, the second the principles of spiritual knowledge to those who meditate on what is 

divine. The first clears away the mist of visible things and raises the intellect to realities that are akin to 

it when it is purged of all material fantasies. The second purifies the intellect of its attachment to 

materiality, with resolute strength knocking out as though with a hammer the nails that rivet will and 

disposition to the body.”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle  Loc. 19193-99) 

Both Covenants are needed to understand either of them.  The Old and the New are vitally linked 

together for our salvation.  St. Maximos continues: 

“The Old Testament makes the body obedient to the intelligence and raises it towards the 

soul by means of the virtues, preventing the intellect from being dragged down towards the 

body. The New Testament fires the intellect with love and unites it to God. Thus the Old 

Testament makes the body one in its activity with the intellect; the New Testament makes 

the intellect one with God through the state of grace. So close is the likeness to God which 

the intellect acquires, that God, who is not known as He is by nature in Himself to anyone in 

any way at all, is known through it just as an archetype is known from an image.  Since the 

Old Testament is a symbol of the practice of the virtues, it brings the body’s activity into 

harmony with that of the intellect. Since the New Testament confers contemplation and 

spiritual knowledge, it illumines with divine intellections and gifts of grace the intellect that cleaves to it 

mystically. The Old Testament supplies the man of spiritual knowledge with the qualities of virtue; the 
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New Testament endows the man practicing the virtues with the principles of true knowledge.”  (THE 

PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 19199-209) 

We only can grow spiritually when we properly read and comprehend both Testaments together.  The 

Old can be properly understood only in and through the New 

Testament.  The New not only fulfills the Old but also explains its purpose 

and mission.  The New Testament however does not point back to the Old, 

but rather in Christ points to the eschaton – to the Kingdom of Heaven yet to 

come 

“Just as the teachings of the Law and the prophets, being harbingers of the 

coming advent of the Logos in the flesh, guide our souls to Christ (cf. Gal. 

3:24), so the glorified incarnate Logos of God is Himself a harbinger of His 

spiritual advent, leading our souls forward by His own teachings to receive 

His divine and manifest advent. He does this ceaselessly, by means of the 

virtues converting those found worthy from the flesh to the spirit. And He will 

do it at the end of the age, making manifest what has hitherto been hidden 

from all men.”    (St. Maximos the Confessor, The Philokalia, Loc. 15042-50) 

 

Christ in the Old Testament  ON NOV 1, 2016  BIBLE, ORTHODOX CHURCH, PATRISTIC, SCRIPTURE  

“… the treasure hid in the Scriptures is Christ, since He was pointed out by means of types and 

parables.”    (St. Irenaeus of Lyons, Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 6350-51) 

Previous Post in the series:  The Old and The New Covenants.  First post in the series: Jesus Christ, The 

Word of God and Scriptures 

  Wisdom. King David. Prophecy. 

Central to the teachings of Christ is that Moses and the Prophets 

wrote about Him.  We have already encountered this in several of the 

blog posts in this series. 

Jesus said:  “You search the scriptures, because you think that in them 

you have eternal life; and it is they that bear witness to me; yet you 

refuse to come to me that you may have life.  . . . If you believed 

Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote of me. But if you do not 

believe his writings, how will you believe my words?”   (John 5: 39-47) 

In this post, we will look at several quotes from St. Irenaeus of 

Lyons (d. 202AD) and how he applied Christ’s own words to the 

Scriptures. 

“For if ye had believed Moses, ye would also have believed Me; for he wrote of Me;“(John 5:46) [saying 

this,] no doubt, because the Son of God is implanted everywhere throughout his writings: at one time, 

indeed, speaking with Abraham, when about to eat with him; at another time with Noah, giving to him 

the dimensions [of the ark]; at another; inquiring after Adam; at another, bringing down judgment upon 
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the Sodomites; and again, when He becomes visible, and directs Jacob on his journey, and speaks with 

Moses from the bush. And it would be endless to recount [the occasions] upon which the Son of God is 

shown forth by Moses. Of the day of His passion, too, he was not ignorant; but foretold Him, after a 

figurative manner, by the name given to the passover; and at that very festival, which had been 

proclaimed such a long time previously by Moses, did our Lord suffer, thus fulfilling the passover.”   (St. 

Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 5535-41) 

In the above quote, St. Irenaeus shows that in the 2ndCentury Christians believed 

that the anthropomorphic appearances of God in the Old Testament were actually 

appearances of the pre-incarnate Christ.  It is the Son of God who speaks to Moses 

from the burning bush and in every occurrence in which Moses spoke with God 

face to face as a man speaks to a friend (Exodus 33:11).  Christ is thus hidden from 

us in each manifestation of God in the Old Testament if we read the Jewish 

Scriptures with no knowledge of the Holy Trinity.  But in Christ we see in these Old 

Testament theophanies that Christ is appearing to the saints of the people of 

God.  In Christ we come to realize what these holy men and women are seeing 

when they encounter God.   The authors of the Old Testament books themselves 

did  not fully understand what they were witnessing, but still they reported these 

anthropomorphic experiences.  In Christ we understand more fully what they were 

encountering yet couldn’t fully describe.  That is why the Old Testament 

theophanies are not able to fully explain that it was the Word of God who they encountered.  Once the 

incarnation occurs in Christ, we are able to see Christ the Word in the Old Testament texts. 

“But since the writings (litera) of Moses are the words of Christ, He does Himself declare to the Jews, as 

John has recorded in the Gospel: “If ye had believed Moses, ye would have believed Me: for he wrote of 

Me. But if ye believe not his writings, neither will ye believe My words.”  He thus indicates in the clearest 

manner that the writings of Moses are His words. If, then, [this be the case with regard] to Moses, so 

also, beyond a doubt, the words of the other prophets are His [words], as I have pointed out. And again, 

the Lord Himself exhibits Abraham as having said to the rich man, with reference to all those who were 

still alive: “If they do not obey Moses and the prophets, neither, if any one were to rise from the dead 

and go to them, will they believe him.”     (St. Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle 

Loc. Loc. 5203-8) 

Not only did Moses and the prophets encounter Christ the Word of God, it is Christ 

the Word who speaks to them and gives them the words which they record in the 

Scriptures.  Moses and all the prophets were telling us what they heard from Christ, 

so that when we encounter these same words, phrases, ideas, and metaphors in the 

New Testament we recognize Christ in the Old Testament.   Scholars speak about 

the New Testament being filled with echoes of Old Testament ideas and phrases – 

this is because in fact the Old Testament authors were hearing Christ and recording 

what He said.  It is the Old Testament authors who are actually echoing the New 

Testament! 

And teaching this very thing, He said to the Jews: “Your father Abraham rejoiced that 

he should see my day; and he saw it, and was glad” What is intended? “Abraham 

believed God, and it was imputed unto him for righteousness.” In the first place, [he 
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believed] that He was the maker of heaven and earth, the only God; and in the next place, that He would 

make his seed as the stars of heaven. This is what is meant by Paul, [when he says,] “as lights in the 

world.” Righteously, therefore, having left his earthly kindred, he followed the Word of God, walking as a 

pilgrim with the Word, that he might [afterwards] have his abode with the Word. Righteously also the 

apostles, being of the race of Abraham, left the ship and their father, and followed the Word. Righteously 

also do we, possessing the same faith as Abraham, and taking up the cross as Isaac did the wood? follow 

Him. For in Abraham man had learned beforehand, and had been accustomed to follow the Word of 

God. For Abraham, according to his faith, followed the command of the Word of God, and with a ready 

mind delivered up, as a sacrifice to God, his only- begotten and beloved son, in order that God also might 

be pleased to offer up for all his seed His own beloved and only-begotten Son, as a sacrifice for our 

redemption.      (St. Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 5320-29) 

Every encounter with the Word of God by the holy men and women of the Old Testament is thus an 

encounter with Christ.  And each encounter with Christ is also a revelation of God the Father, even as 

Jesus said: “He who has seen me has seen the Father; how can you say, ‘Show us the Father’? Do you 

not believe that I am in the Father and the Father in me?” (John 14:9-10).  Each theophany in the Old 

Testament was thus really an encounter with the pre-incarnate Word of God, but each encounter also 

revealed the Father to all.  For Christ is the image of the Father.  “He is the image of the invisible God, 

the first-born of all creation; for in him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or authorities—all things were created through 

him and for him” (Colossians 1:15-16). 

Fr. St. Irenaeus, Christ is now obvious in the Old Testament texts.  He reads the Torah (Pentateuch) as a 

typology and preparation for the coming of Jesus the Christ.  Joshua, the protégé of Moses, shares the 

same name as Jesus in the Old Testament.  Thus everything Joshua does prefigures Christ and is thus 

prophecy. 

“Take unto you Joshua (᾿Ιησοῦν) the son of Nun.”(Numbers 27:18)  For it was proper 

that Moses should lead the people out of Egypt, but that Jesus (Joshua) should lead 

them into the inheritance. Also that Moses, as was the case with the law, should 

cease to be, but that Joshua (᾿Ιησοῦν), as the word, and no untrue type of the Word 

made flesh (ἐνυποστάτου), should be a preacher to the people. Then again, [it was 

fit] that Moses should give manna as food to the fathers, but Joshua wheat; as the 

first-fruits of life, a type of the body of Christ, as also the Scripture declares that the 

manna of the Lord ceased when the people had eaten wheat from the 

land.(Joshua 5:12)”     (St. Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, 

Kindle Loc. 9079-89) 

The books of the Old Testament clearly witness to Christ, but do so by hiding Christ 

in the very text which records the events of the Old Testament as well as in the 

events and people of the Tanahk.   Jesus Christ has fully revealed the meaning of 

the Old Testament.  His image, found on every page of the Scriptures, is now obvious to all of those who 

are in Christ. 
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  The Holy Prophets 

“For every prophecy, before its fulfilment, is to men [full of] enigmas and 

ambiguities. But when the time has arrived, and the prediction has come to 

pass, then the prophecies have a clear and certain exposition. And for this 

reason, indeed, when at this present time the law is read to the Jews, it is like a 

fable; for they do not possess the explanation of all things pertaining to the 

advent of the Son of God, which took place in human nature; but when it is read 

by the Christians, it is a treasure, hid indeed in a field, but brought to light by the 

cross of Christ, and explained, both enriching the understanding of men, and 

showing forth the wisdom of God and declaring His dispensations with regard to 

man, and forming the kingdom of Christ beforehand… ”    (St. Irenaeus of 

Lyons, Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle Loc. 6354-59) 
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Testament 

“When you read Holy Scripture, perceive 

its hidden meanings. ‘For whatever was 

written in past times was written for our 

instruction’ (Rom. 15:4).”    (St. Mark the 

Ascetic, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 2997-

98) 

St. Mark, writing in the 5th Century, 

reflects an attitude common in the ancient Church about reading Scripture.  He calls us to look for its 

“hidden meanings.”   The obvious, literal meaning is there and is true, there was no question about 

that.  What was also believed is that because the manuscript really contained a divine meaning, there 

was more to the text than its most obvious reading.  God is revealing Himself to us through the 

Scriptures and we need to be aware of this and to look for it.  The “hidden meaning” exactly would not 

be immediately obvious to us, but if our hearts were pure and prepared we would recognize the 

revelation hidden in the obvious.  God is the Lord who reveals Himself to us in nature as well as in the 

Scriptures, but we have to have the heart ready to see in order to become aware of the revelation.  The 

Patristic writers certainly believed that is how the authors of the New Testament read the Old 

Testament.  They saw this, for example, in how St. Paul interprets the Jewish scriptures (see 1 

Corinthians 9:9-11 or Galatians 4:21-25).   As many of the Fathers understood it, the Transfiguration of 

Christ (Mark 9 and parallels) is about the apostles being transfigured so that they could see Christ as He 

always is.  Christ’s divinity remained hidden in His humanity, but in that moment of the transfiguration, 
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their eyes were opened and they saw the revelation of God which had been hidden from them.  The 

apostle’s eyes were opened, and so can ours be as we read the Bible and move beyond the literal text to 

the revelation contained in them. 

We have to put the effort into fully understanding the Scriptures, which also means understanding how 

the early Church fathers read the biblical narrative, how they interpreted the text and used them in their 

own explanations and argumentation.  St. John of Damascus offers this: 

“If we read once or twice and do not understand what we read, let us not grow weary, but let us persist, 

let us talk much, let us enquire. For ask thy Father, he saith, and He will shew thee: thy elders and they 

will tell thee (Deuteronomy 32:7). For there is not in every man that knowledge. Let us draw of the 

fountain of the garden perennial and purest waters springing into life eternal. Here let us luxuriate, let us 

revel insatiate: for the Scriptures possess inexhaustible grace. But if we are able to pluck anything 

profitable from outside sources, there is nothing to forbid that. Let us become tried money-dealers, 

heaping up the true and pure gold and discarding the spurious. Let us keep the fairest sayings but let us 

throw to the dogs absurd gods and strange myths: for we might prevail most mightily against them 

through themselves.   (Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, Kindle Loc. 3199-3204) 

In the above quote, I first note the use of the Deuteronomy 32:7 passage.  It gives us a sense how the 

Fathers made use of all Scriptures sometimes very creatively using what otherwise is a text completely 

understandable in its original context, to further their own arguments.  They saw the Scriptures as 

speaking to them and not just historical texts whose meaning was limited to its original use.  St. John is 

putting into practice what he read in Romans 15:4 that the ancient scriptures were written for our 

instruction.  The Scripture is not so much history but instruction in how we should live today.  That is 

part of the hidden message we had to discern in the manuscript. 

When we meditate wisely and: continually 

on the law of God, study psalms and 

canticles, engage-in fasting and vigils, and 

always bear in mind what is to come – the 

kingdom of heaven, the Gehenna of fire and 

all God’s works — our wicked thoughts 

diminish and find no place.  (St. John 

Cassian, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle  Loc. 2530-

32) 

Cassian reveals another common thought 

in the Patristic mind – the Scriptures should 

not be read as ancient texts revealing past 

history.  They really help prepare us for 

what is coming – the eschaton, the Kingdom of God and the final judgment.  So to try to milk from the 

Scriptures ideas about how God created the world, is to read the Bible badly and for the wrong 

purpose.  Those old texts point to Christ and to the future Kingdom of God.  We should read them 

accordingly. 

We read the Scriptures to come to  know our Lord Jesus Christ, the Word of God incarnate.   When we 

truly understand the Scriptures, God begins to write on our hearts.  We become His scriptures! 
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St. Maximos the Confessor proclaims: 

“When God comes to dwell in such a heart, He honors it by engraving His own letters on it through the 

Holy Spirit, just as He did on the Mosaic tablets (cf. Exod. 31:18).”     (Kindle Loc. 15522-24) 

As St. Paul has it: 

You yourselves are our letter of recommendation, written on your hearts, to be known and read by all 

men; and you show that you are a letter from Christ delivered by us, written not with ink but with the 

Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.  (2 Corinthians 3;2-3) 

St. Maximos continues: 

“A pure heart is perhaps one which has no 

natural propulsion towards anything in any 

manner whatsoever. When in its extreme 

simplicity such a heart has become like a writing-

tablet beautifully smoothed and polished. God 

comes to dwell in it and writes there His own 

laws.”   (The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 15528-30) 

The Word of God comes to dwell in us and we 

become the living Scriptures bearing witness to 

Christ in us.  The Word becomes written on our 

hearts, and the printed text of the Bible is 

superseded by the human fulfilling the role that 

God always intended for us.  We are created in the image of the Word, created to bear the Word in our 

hearts.  In the beginning, God did not write Scriptures.  Rather God created us humans to be the living 

Scriptures.  It was a role in creation which lost through sin.  The written manuscripts became necessary 

to remind us of what we are to be. 

 

The Living Word, Not Literalism ON NOV 3,  

IN BIBLE, ORTHODOX CHURCH, PATRISTIC, 

SCRIPTURE 

Previous post in the series:  Reading the Word of 

God, Becoming Scripture.  First post in the 

series: Jesus Christ, The Word of God and Scriptures. 

In Orthodox Tradition, one way we enter into a 

relationship with the living Word of God is through 

the Scriptures.   Jesus Christ who is the Word of God 

is found hidden and then revealed in these written 

texts.  The Word of God, Jesus Christ, then lives in us 

and the Word becomes written on our 

hearts.  Because of the living nature of the Word, the Tradition of the Church has various warnings 
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against an overly literalist reading of the Scriptures.  In this post we will look at a few comments that we 

find in our Tradition which address the issue of biblical literalism. 

The Jewish biblical scholar, Geza Vermes, notes: 

“Neither in the inter-Testamental period, nor in earlier biblical times, was the recording of history as we 

understand it a strong point among the Jews. Chroniclers are concerned not with factual information 

about bygone events, but with their religious significance. In Scripture, the ‘secular’ past is viewed and 

interpreted by the prophets as revealing God’s pleasure or displeasure. Victory or defeat in war, peace or 

social unrest, abundance of harvest or famine, serve to demonstrate the virtue or sinfulness of the nation 

and to forecast its future destiny.“  (The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, Kindle Loc. 1344-48) 

The fact that Christians did not read the Scriptures first and foremost for historical/factual information is 

a hermeneutic already found in Judaism.  Scripture is less concerned about bygone events than it is 

about where God is to be found today and where God is leading us.  Limiting Scripture to its most basic, 

literal meaning, meant for the Church Fathers not comprehending the God who is outside of human 

history and not bound by it.  So Tertullian says in the late Second Century: 

First of all, in Genesis, it says: “Adam and Eve heard the voice of God walking in the garden in the cool of 

the evening. And Adam and his wife hid from the face of the Lord God in the midst of the trees in the 

garden” (Gen 3.8). To those who are unwilling to enter the treasury of the passage, who will not even 

knock at its door, will I put this question: can they demonstrate that the Lord God, who fills the heaven 

and the earth, who uses heaven as a throne (in a material sense, they must presume) and the earth as a 

footstool for his feet (Is 66.1), is contained by a place which, by comparison with the heaven and the 

earth, is so narrow, and yet that this garden (which they must suppose to be corporeal) is not filled with 

God but is so much greater in its size than he that it can contain him walking in it, so that the sound of 

his footfalls is audible? 

It is yet more absurd that, on this interpretation, Adam and 

Eve should, out of fear of God through their transgression, 

hide themselves “from the face of God in the midst of the trees 

in the garden.” For it does not say that they simply wished to 

hide, but that they actually hid. How then is it, according to 

their view, that God speaks to Adam and asks: “Where are 

you?”  (On The Lord’s Prayer, Kindle Loc. 3286-96) 

Tertullian says even logic tells us we cannot read the 

Scriptures completely literally, the anthropomorphic images 

of God simply are inconsistent with what we know about 

God.  We have to adjust our thinking and imagination in order 

to make sense of these passages.  The text doesn’t make literal sense, but we can make sense of the text 

and accept its truthfulness when we adopt the proper interpretative framework. 

St. John of Damascus considering the many passages in the Bible which ascribe to God physical body 

parts (the hand of God or God’s eyes) writes: 

Since we find many terms used symbolically in the Scriptures concerning God which are more applicable 

to that which has body, we should recognize that it is quite impossible for us men clothed about with this 
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dense covering of flesh to understand or speak of the divine and lofty and immaterial energies of the 

Godhead, except by the use of images and types and symbols derived from our own life. So then all the 

statements concerning God, that imply body, are symbols, but have a higher meaning: for the Deity is 

simple and formless. 

Hence by God’s eyes and eyelids and sight we are to understand 

His power of overseeing all things and His knowledge, that nothing 

can escape: for in the case of us this sense makes our knowledge 

more complete and more full of certainty. By God’s ears and 

hearing is meant His readiness to be propitiated and to receive our 

petitions: for it is this sense that renders us also kind to suppliants, 

inclining our ear to them more graciously. God’s mouth and speech 

are His means of indicating His will; for it is by the mouth and 

speech that we make clear the thoughts that are in the heart: 

God’s food and drink are our concurrence to His will, for we, too, 

satisfy the necessities of our natural appetite through the sense of 

taste. And God’s sense of smell is His appreciation of our thoughts of and good will towards Him, for it is 

through this sense that we appreciate sweet fragrance. . .  His anger and fury are His hatred of and 

aversion to all wickedness, for we, too, hate that which is contrary to our mind and become enraged 

thereat. His forgetfulness and sleep and slumbering are His delay in taking vengeance on His enemies 

and the postponement of the accustomed help to His own. And to put it shortly, all the statements made 

about God that imply body have some hidden meaning and teach us what is above us by means of 

something familiar to ourselves, with the exception of any statement concerning the bodily sojourn of 

the God-Word. For He for our safety took upon Himself the whole nature of man, the thinking spirit, the 

body, and all the properties of human nature, even the natural and blameless passions.  (Exact 

Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, Kindle Loc 464-74, 481-85) 

For St. John of Damascus any anthropomorphizing of God – mentioning God’s 

body parts or human emotions – automatically tells us that text is to be read in 

some symbolic or mystical fashion.  Those texts are referring exactly to some 

hidden meaning about God.  The anthropomorphic images are used to help us 

understand God, but they in no way give us a actual portrayal of God.  To read 

them literally would be to misunderstand the text completely.  The only 

exception to this rule for St. John is when reading about Jesus Christ in the 

Gospel for there God is truly incarnate and that truth is expressed precisely in 

the Christ’s human body and human behavior. 

St Maximos the Confessor in two passages offers us the same teaching. 

When a man sticks to the mere letter of Scripture, his nature is governed by the senses alone, in this way 

proving his soul’s attachment to the flesh. For if the letter is not understood in a spiritual way, its 

significance is restricted to the level of the senses, which do not allow its full meaning to pass over into 

the intellect. When the letter is appropriated by his senses alone, he receives it Judaic-wise merely in the 

literal sense, and so lives according to the flesh, spiritually dying each day the death of sin on account of 

his forceful senses; for he cannot put his body’s pursuits to death by the Spirit in order to live the life of 
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bliss in the Spirit. ‘For if you live according to the flesh, you will die,’ says St Paul, ‘but if through the Spirit 

you put to death the body’s pursuits, you will live’ (Rom. 8:13).”   (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 19141-51) 

For St. Maximos to read the Scriptures purely literally is to live according to the 

flesh, not the spirit.  It is the way of death. 

“Everyone who does not apply himself to the spiritual contemplation of Holy 

Scripture has, Judaic-wise, also rejected both the natural and the written law; and 

he is ignorant of the law of grace which confers deification on those who are 

obedient to it. He who understands the written law in a literal manner does not 

nourish his soul with the virtues. He who does not grasp the inner principles of 

created beings fails to feast his intellect on the manifold wisdom of God. And he 

who is ignorant of the great mystery of the new grace does not rejoice in the hope 

of future deification. Thus failure to contemplate the written law spiritually results in a dearth of the 

divine wisdom to be apprehended in the natural law; and this in its turn is followed by a complete 

ignorance of the deification given by grace according to the new mystery.”    (THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle 

Loc. 19567-75) 

Reading the Scriptures purely literally explains for Maximos exactly why the Jews misunderstood Christ 

and did not recognize him as Messiah or as God.  The literal reading of Scripture fails to lead a person to 

Christ or the Kingdom of God. 

A person who does not penetrate with his intellect towards the divine and spiritual beauty contained 

within the letter of the Law develops a propensity for pleasure – that is, an attachment to the world and 

a love of worldly things; for his knowledge derives merely from the literal expression of the Law.   (St. 

Maximos, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 19489-91) 

It is not only a failure to see the incarnate Word that results from an 

overly literal reading of Scripture.  Such a literal reading of Scripture has 

an impact on daily life and behavior.  So we see in the desert fathers 

this story  of misreading the Scriptures because of being overly literal. 

A certain brother went to Abba Poemen on the second Sunday in the 

Fast of Forty Days and repeated unto him his thoughts, and sighing over 

what the old man had told him, he said unto him, “I had almost kept 

myself from coming here today”; and the old man said, ” Why?” Then 

the brother said, ” I said in my mind, peradventure during the fast the 

“door will be closed against thee“; and Abba Poemen said unto him, ” 

We do not learn to shut a door made of wood, but to close the door of 

the tongue.”  (The Paradise or Garden of the Holy Fathers, Kindle Loc. 

80-83) 
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Literalism: The Word of God vs. the Scriptures 

ON NOVEMBER 4, 2016    BIBLE, ORTHODOX 

CHURCH, PATRISTIC, SCRIPTURE  

 

Previous post in this series:  The Living Word, Not Literalism 

 

And he said to me, “Son of man, eat what is offered to you; eat this scroll, and 

go, speak to the house of Israel.” So I opened my mouth, and he gave me the 

scroll to eat. And he said to me, “Son of man, eat this scroll that I give you and fill 

your stomach with it.” Then I ate it; and it was in my mouth as sweet as honey. 

And he said to me, “Son of man, go, get you to the house of Israel, and speak 

with my words to them.   (Ezekiel 3:1-4) 

So I went to the angel and told him to give me the little scroll; and he said to 

me, “Take it and eat; it will be bitter to your stomach, but sweet as honey in 

your mouth.” And I took the little scroll from the hand of the angel and ate it; 

it was sweet as honey in my mouth, but when I had eaten it my stomach was 

made bitter.  (Revelation 10:9-10) 

Though in the Bible in a few narratives a saint is commanded to literally eat 

the scroll on which words are written, we have no problem understanding 

these commands as having a metaphorical or spiritual meaning.  Indeed, we 

know that the Bible is for reading, and it will do us little spiritual good to tear out and eat the pages of 

our bibles.  The Word of God which we encounter in the text of our Bibles, has to be lifted from the text 

in our minds and souls for us to appropriate the Word and for that Word to become written on our 

hearts.  This cannot be accomplished by literally chewing and swallowing the paper pages of our 

Bibles.  Literally eating the pages of the Bible would no doubt lead to John’s stomachache which he 

describes in the Revelation passage above. 

We experience in our spiritual life the need to distinguish the Word of God from the manuscripts upon 

which they are written with ink.  We do consume the Word, but in a spiritual manner, exactly as the 

Church Fathers taught.  We experience in our lives how the Word of God who is Jesus Christ is different 

from the Bible as the written Word of God. “…God, who also made us sufficient as ministers of the new 

covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Corinthians 3:5-

6).  Christ manifests himself now beyond the text printed in the manuscripts.  We encounter Christ also 

both hidden and revealed in the sacraments, in the liturgies and in the Church which is His body.   The 

Scriptures bear witness to Christ, but Christ is not limited to their words and pages.  We must get 

beyond the literal word to come to the Word of God.  God’s revelation is fully there, hidden in the text, 

and the text is essential for our encounter with Christ, and yet as we encounter the incarnate Word of 
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God, we move beyond the printed text not just to the virtual reality of Christ, but to The Word of God 

Himself. 

For by means of the creation itself, the Word reveals God 

the Creator; and by means of the world [does He declare] 

the Lord the Maker of the world; and by means of the 

formation [of man] the Artificer who formed him;   (St. 

Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle 

Loc. 5377-79) 

Not only in Scripture but the hand of God is always at work in history, in nature, in the laws of physics, in 

our DNA.  God “writes” His Word in so many ways that become visible to us, and readable to us if we 

have the eyes to see.  In them we can encounter God, but we have to move beyond them to truly see 

God and not just be aware of God’s activities. 

But by the law and the prophets did the Word preach both Himself and the Father alike [to all]; and all 

the people heard Him alike, but all did not alike believe.   (St. Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and 

Fragments, Kindle Loc. 5380-81) 

The pre-incarnate Jesus Christ spoke to the prophets and to the people of God.  The Old Testament 

scriptures use the very words of the pre-incarnate Christ to bear witness that Jesus Christ is Lord.  We 

use the Scriptures as a door into the reality of the Word of God.  Just like an icon is a window into 

heaven, so too the texts of Scripture are a door by which we pass into the heavenly realms.  The Bible is 

an interface between God and creation, so it is essential to our knowing Truth.  Yet the ink and paper 

cannot contain or limit God.  Rather we have to move beyond them to know the living Word. 

In Scripture the Logos of God is called and actually is dew (cf. Deut. 32:2), 

water, spring (cf. John 4:14) and river (cf. John 7:38), according to the 

subjective capacity of the recipient. To some He is dew because He 

quenches the burning energy of the passions which assails the body from 

without. To those seared in the depths of their being by the poison of evil 

He is water, not only because water through antipathy destroys its 

opposite but also because it bestows a vivifying power conducive to well-

being. To those in whom the fountain of contemplative experience is 

continually active He is a spring bestowing wisdom. To those from whom 

flows the true teaching about salvation, He is a river copiously watering 

men, domestic animals, wild beasts and plants.”        (St. Maximos, The 

Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 15358-65) 

In the words of Scripture – not only through the ink and paper which 

record the message but also in the very metaphors, parables, images and 

events – we come to God the Word living in the texts.  Only in moving beyond the literal words can we 

enter into that relationship with God. 

The divine Logos of God the Father is mystically present in each of His commandments. God the Father is 

by nature present entirely and without division in His entire divine Logos. Thus, he who receives a divine 
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commandment and carries it out receives the Logos of God who is in it;      (St. Maximos, The Philokalia, 

Kindle Loc. 15397-99) 

God is found by us not only in the printed word but in and 

through the meaning of these printed manuscripts.  God has 

hidden Himself in the text, but in that encounter with the text, 

the pure in heart do come to the Giver of the Law, the Speaker of 

the words, to God our Father and Creator.  God is mystically 

present in the Scriptures but our full encounter with Him takes us 

beyond the limits of the text, of the manuscripts, of the paper, 

and even beyond the metaphors and meaning of those sacred 

words. 

“It is by means of the more lofty conceptual images that the inner principle of Holy Scripture can be 

stripped gradually of the complex garment of words with which it is physically draped. Then to the 

visionary intellect – the intellect which through the total abandonment of its natural activities is able to 

attain a glimpse of the simplicity that in some measure discloses this principle – it reveals itself as though 

in the sound of a delicate breeze.”   (St Maximos the Confessor, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 15433-42) 

It turns out that the printed text of the Scriptures are like garments, which 

cover us.  Those garments can be beautiful.  They can say something about 

us.  But they also clothe us and hide us.  They are not literally us.  That is 

what we discover in the spiritual reading of the Scriptures.  We move 

beyond the clothes, the coverings, and we come to the One who made the 

garments, to the one who is the Giver of every good and perfect gift.  God. 

Without natural contemplation no one can appreciate the disparity 

between the symbols through which the Law is expressed and the divine 

realities which these symbols represent.  Further, if through such 

contemplation a man has not first discerned this disparity and, denying his 

sense-perception all access to the hidden realm of divine and intelligible 

realities, does not long to penetrate with his intellect into its beauty, he cannot be liberated completely 

from the external diversity to be found in the symbols. So long as he cleaves to the letter, his inner 

hunger for spiritual knowledge will not be satisfied; for he has condemned himself like the wily serpent to 

feed on the earth – that is, on the outward or literal form – of Scripture (cf. Gen. 3:14), and does not, as a 

true disciple of Christ, feed on heaven – that is, on the spirit and soul of Scripture, in other words, on 

celestial and angelic bread. I mean that he does not feed through Christ on the spiritual contemplation 

and knowledge of the Scriptures, which God gives unstintingly to those who love Him, in accordance with 

the text: ‘He gave them the bread of heaven; man ate the food of angels’ (Ps. 78:24-25. LXX).”   (St. 

Maximos the Confessor, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 19610-36) 

The beauty of the garments which clothe the Word are wonderful.  The gifts given by the Creator are 

life-giving.  Yet, we are able to move beyond those wonders and beyond that beauty to the Giver of the 

Gifts, to the One who is clothed with the garments of salvation. 
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“When our intellect has shaken off its many opinions 

about created things, then the inner principle of truth 

appears clearly to it, providing it with a foundation of 

real knowledge and removing its former 

preconceptions as though removing scales from the 

eyes, as happened in the case of St Paul (cf. Acts 9:18). 

For an understanding of Scripture that does not go 

beyond the literal meaning, and a view of the sensible 

world that relies exclusively on sense-perception, are indeed scales, blinding the soul’s visionary faculty 

and preventing access to the pure Logos of truth.”   (St. Maximos, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 15451-56) 

 

The Mystery of Christ the Word of God Found in the Scriptures 

ON NOVEMBER 5, 2016 BY FR. TEDIN BIBLE, INCARNATION, ORTHODOX CHURCH, PATRISTIC, SCRIPTURE  

Previous post in the series:  Literalism: The Word of God vs. 

Scriptures.  First post in the series: Jesus Christ, The Word of God and 

Scriptures. 

In this blog series we explored the relationship between Jesus the 

incarnate Word of God and the Scriptures as the written Word of 

God.  Whereas Protestant Christians treat their Bibles as The Word of God, 

the history and Tradition of Orthodoxy Christianity shows the Church as 

celebrating Jesus Christ as the incarnate Word of God, to whom the 

written texts of the Scriptures bear witness.  Indeed, Christ is found 

clothed or hidden in the texts of the Scriptures, even in the Old Testament. 

This is what makes the Scriptures so beautiful.  They are essential for the 

revelation which occurs through those texts which clothe and hide the Christ.  One could say they are 

the majesty with which Christ clothes himself (Psalm 93:1).   Yet, we come to Christ the personal Word, 

and realize the Scriptures point beyond themselves to Him – as Jesus Himself taught in John 5:39. 

The Word of God is divine, but is not a book.  The Scriptures bear witness to whom the Word is -the 

Second Person of the Holy Trinity who became incarnate as human.  Jesus is the living Word, by whom 

all things visible and invisible were created.  The Word of God is not a thing 

but a person who acts in all creation and throughout history.  It is He who 

entered into history in the incarnation of the Word. 

 For the Creator of the world is truly the Word of God: and this is our Lord, 

who in the last times was made man, existing in this world, and who in an 

invisible manner contains all things created, and is inherent in the entire 

creation, since the Word of God governs and arranges all things; and 

therefore He came to His own in a visible manner, and was made flesh, and 

hung upon the tree, that He might sum up all things in Himself.   (St. 

Irenaeus of Lyons,  Against Heresies and Fragments, Kindle 8134-37) 
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The Scriptures are indeed a type of incarnation of the Word – they make visible to us words about 

God.  They make visible to us in printed form the words which God speaks.  Yet, still they are bearing 

witness to Christ and not coterminous with Him.  The Scriptures witness to Christ, and Christ reveals God 

the Father to us.  The physical world is thus revealed as capable not only of bearing witness to God but 

of bearing God and being the very means by which we encounter God.  The material world is not that 

which separates us from God or prevents us from encountering Him.   The material world ever more 

miraculously is capable of union with God and of being the means for us to attain theosis. The written 

manuscripts of Scriptures can convey us all the way to the divine Persons of the Holy Trinity. 

“So long as we only see the Logos of God as embodied multifariously in symbols in the letter of Holy 

Scripture, we have not yet achieved spiritual insight into the incorporeal, simple, single and unique 

Father as He exists in the incorporeal, simple, single and unique Son, according to the saying, ‘He who 

has seen Me has seen the Father . . . and I am in the Father and the Father in Me’ (John 14:9-10). We 

need much knowledge so that, having first penetrated the veils of the sayings which cover the Logos, we 

may with a naked intellect see – in so far as men can – the pure Logos, as He exists in Himself, clearly 

showing us the Father in Himself. Hence a person who seeks God with true devotion should not be 

dominated by the literal text, lest he unwittingly receives not God but things appertaining to God; that is, 

lest he feel a dangerous affection for the words of Scripture instead of for the Logos. For the Logos eludes 

the intellect which supposes that it has grasped the incorporeal Logos by means of His outer garments, 

like the Egyptian woman who seized hold of Joseph’s garments instead of Joseph himself (cf. Gen. 39:7-

13), or like the ancients who were content merely with the beauty of visible things and mistakenly 

worshiped the creation instead of the Creator (cf. Rom. 1:25).”  (St. Maximos, The Philokalia, Kindle Loc. 

15419-32) 

The written Word of God is a gift to us, however, the Giver of the gift 

makes Himself fully accessible to us.  The gifts don’t stand between 

us and God but are the very means by which we enter into 

communion with God.  We are in the spiritual life moving from the 

visible to the incomprehensible, from the texts of the bible to the 

ineffable God.  However beautiful the words and expressions and 

texts of the Bible are, their Creator is even more so.  Those written 

texts lead us to beyond themselves to the Truth.  They are but signs 

of the reality of God. 

St Paul most accurately and lucidly revealed to every believing soul the perfect mystery of the Christian 

faith, showing to all how to attain experience of it through divine grace. This mystery is the effulgence of 

celestial light in the vision and power of the Spirit. He did not want anyone to think that the illumination 

of the Spirit consists simply in enlightening us through conceptual knowledge, and so to risk falling short 

of the perfect mystery of grace through ignorance and laziness. To indicate the true character of spiritual 

knowledge St Paul therefore gives as an example the glory of the Holy Spirit that shone from the face of 

Moses. ‘If the ministry of death,‘ he says, ‘engraved in letters on stone, was accompanied by such glory 

that the sons of Israel could not bear to gaze at the face of Moses because of the glory, transitory though 

it was, that shone from it, then how much greater must the glory be that accompanies the ministry of 

the Spirit? If the ministry of condemnation is glorious, the ministry of righteousness must greatly excel it 

in glory. Indeed, what once seemed full of glory now seems to have no glory at all, because it is outshone 

by a glory that is so much greater. If what was transitory came with glory, what endures will be far more 

https://orthodoxwiki.org/Theosis
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+39&version=NRSVCE
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+1&version=NRSVCE
https://oca.org/saints/lives/2016/01/21/100249-st-maximus-the-confessor
http://www.amazon.com/The-Philokalia-ebook/dp/B0048EL396/ref=sr_1_sc_2?ie=UTF8&qid=1354392295&sr=8-2-spell&keywords=philoklia
https://orthodoxwiki.org/Apostle_Paul


glorious’ (2 Cor. 3:7-11). He says ‘transitory’ because it was Moses’ mortal body that shone with the 

glory of light. And he continues: ‘Having such hope as this, we can proceed with great confidence’ (2 Cor. 

3:12). A little later he affirms that this everlasting and immortal glory of the Spirit shines even now with 

immortal and indestructible power in the immortal inner being of the saints: ‘With unveiled face we all’ – 

all, that is to say, who through perfect faith are born in the Spirit – ‘reflect as in a mirror the glory of the 

Lord, and are transfigured into the same image from glory to glory through the Lord who is the Spirit’ (2 

Cor. 3:18). The words ‘with unveiled face’indicate the soul; he adds that when one turns back to the Lord 

the veil is taken off, and that the Lord is the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 3:16-17). By this he dearly shows that from 

the time of Adam‘s transgression a veil of darkness has encroached upon mankind and has covered the 

soul. But we believe that through the illumination of the Spirit this veil is now removed from truly faithful 

and saintly souls. It was for this reason that Christ came; and to those who truly believe in Him God has 

given the grace to attain this measure of holiness.  As we said, the effulgence of the Holy Spirit is not 

merely some kind of revelation on the level of conceptual images, or merely an illumination of grace. It is 

the true and unceasing effulgence of God’s own light in the soul: ‘The God who said, “Out of darkness let 

light shine”, has made His light shine in our hearts, to give us the illumination of the knowledge of 

Christ’s glory’ (2 Cor. 4:6).   (St Symeon Metaphrastis, THE PHILOKALIA, Kindle Loc. 34467-506) 

We come to Christ, not just to the words about Him.  In Him we find life.  The scriptures point to Him 

and thus show us the way beyond this world to life in the world to come. 

“According to St John’s Gospel, all things were made through the Logos, or 

Word of God (John 1.3). The term logos is in Greek a key term, difficult to 

translate into other languages, because it has such a wide range of 

connotations: it can mean word, reason, meaning, principle, definition. So the 

Logos of God, through whom the universe has been created, is both the word, 

utterance, of God the Father, and also the meaning of the universe, and the 

meaning of everything in the universe. To say that the cosmos was created by 

the Logos of the Father is not just to say that it was created by God, but also 

to suggest that the meaning of the cosmos is to be found in the 

Logos.”   (Andrew Louth , Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology, Kindle Loc. 

886-91) 

The Word of God does not merely inform us about God.  The Word encounters us and engages us and 

gives us full experience of God the Trinity.  The Word of God forms us in God’s image.  The Word of God 

reforms us when we are fallen in sin and conforms us to God’s will.  The Word of God does all of this 

because of Who the Word is. 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the 

beginning with God; all things were made through him, and without him was not anything made that 

was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. . . .  And the Word became flesh and dwelt 

among us, full of grace and truth; we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only Son from the 

Father.   (John 1:1-4, 14) 
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