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INTRODUCTION

Theologians reflect on the relationship between
God and man. Because of the Christian conception of God,
Christian theology 1s dependent on, and requires some theory
about, God's self-revelation. Different Christian theolo-
gians in different eras have explored different aspects of
man's existence as means through which God reveals himself.
Such sources of knowledge include Scripture, history, rea-
son, and experience. Different theologians also employ
different techniques in reflecting on revelation. In order
to understand a specific theologian, we must know what he
uses as his source of revealed information, and understand
how he uses that source. Within this context, we will be
able to understand his theological positions in their ful-
lest sense. We will be able to tell where these positions
come from, what they mean in themselves, and what implica-
tions they have.

When the Fathers of the early Christian Church did
theology, they used Scripture as their primary source for
God's revelation. Biblical interpretation was the body and
bones of their theology. The techniques which they used to
interpret Scripture incorporated various philosophical posi-
tions, which therefore influenced their theological under-
standing; but the primary focus of their theological reflec-
tion was the text of Scripture.

1



2

Origen has been identified as the first Christian
"theologian,” with the implication that he is the first to
have moved beyond Biblical interpretation to speculative
theology. But in his own writings, Origen makes no distinc-
tion between these two functions. Origen reflects theologi-
cally by interpreting Scripture. The correct interpretation
of Scripture produces sound theological speculation.

Origen's particular exegetical technique, allegory,
allows him to engage in extensive speculation. Allegory
assumes that the text means more than the words themselves
are able to directly communicate. But as Origen develops
his allegorical method, we see that he is not free to im-
port whatever meaning he desires into the text. For Origen,
allegory is not primarily a means of deriving relevant in-
formation from a recalcitrant text. If this were the case,
Origen's criteria for relevancy would be the guiding princi-
ples of his interpretation. Rather, Origen believes allego-
ry is the way to allow Scripture to interpret itself. The
text of Scripture is not obscure and recalcitrant; it is
mysteriously relevatory. Scripture is the specific means
which God has chosen to reveal himself to man. By allowing
Scripture to reveal its mysteries--and for Origen this means
by pursuing allegorical interpretations--the theologian is
able to reflect on God's self-revelation.

Since Origen does theology through scriptural inter-

pretation, an examination of a specific theological doctrine
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depends on an understanding of Origen's interpretation of
the texts in which he finds this doctrine. Since the alle-
gorical technique presupposes a vast interconnection of
scriptural texts, and interprets these texts in the 1light
of each other, developing such an understanding of Origen's
interpretations is a formidable task. The best approach
for studying Origen's theology is a close examination of his
interpretations of specific texts as he uses these texts to
develop a specific theological position.

This thesis is an examination of Origen's interpre-
tations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9--the two biblical ac-
counts of the creation of man--in order to better under-
stand Origen's theological anthropology, and the soterio-
logical element of Origen's incarnational theology. Origen
uses these texts to develop his description of the human
condition.

When early Christian writers discuss the human con-
dition, the subject of the human problem is necessarily in-
cluded. For the early Church, man's existence is obviously
flawed, especially in regards to man's relationship with
God. Any discussion of the human condition involves a dis-
cussion of what is wrong with the human condition. When
early Christian theologians discuss theological anthropolo-
gy, they are engaged in diagnosing the problem which is in-
herent in man's existence, due to man's culpable action.

Such a diagnosis sets the stage for presenting a
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cure. Origen and other early Christian writers analyze the
problem inherent in man's current existence from a perspec-
tive which presupposes the Christian solution to this prob-
lem: the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Therefore, any discussion of Origen's theological anthropol-
ogy will lead to an examination of Origen's soteriology.

When Origen uses his interpretations of Gen 1:26-30
and Gen 2:4-9 to develop his theological anthropology, he
draws on a tradition of interpretation which has been heavi-
ly influenced by Philo of Alexandria. Philo's interpreta-
tions of these verses examine the role of the Logos in the
creation of man, and in the relationship between God and
man. Therefore, we might expect that Origen's Logos theolo-
gy has been heavily influenced by Philo's Logos theology.

Origen's interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen
2:4-9 are crucial to his theological anthropology. But
Origen draws on Philo's interpretations of these passages
in his own work. Philo writes from a non-Christian perspec-
tive, and therefore his interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and
Gen 2:4-9 and his theological anthropology do not correspond
to a Christian belief in the saving activity of Christ's
life, death and resurrection. Since Origen uses Philo's
interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9 to develop his
own theological anthropology, we might expect Origen's theo-
logical anthropology to lack an intrinsic correspondence

to Christian soteriology. We might expect Origen's theo-
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logical anthropology to presuppose a "Philonic" soteriology.
Origen may describe the problem inherent in man's current
existence in such a way that Philo's marriage of Judaism and
Middle Platonism is the implied solution.

By examining Origen's interpretations of Gen 1:26-30
and Gen 2:4-9 and the theological anthropology which he
develops through these interpretations we discover that this
is not the case. Origen's use of Philonic interpretations
in his own work does not lead him to neglect the implica-
tions of Christian soteriology. On the contrary, Origen
adapts Philo's interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9
to emphasize the soteriological aspect of the Incarnation of
the Logos--even though the concept of the Incarnation is
alien to Philo's perspective. Thus, Origen uses non-Christ-
jan elements to develop a distinctively Christian theologi-
cal anthropology: an understanding of the defect in man's
existence which reguires the Incarnation of the Logos as
Jesus Christ as its resolution.

This thesis proposes to establish the contention
that Origen's theological anthropology, as he develops it
through his interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9,
involves specific reference to the Incarnation as a neces-
sary component in the saving work of the Logos. In order to
establish this contention, Origen's interpretations of Gen
1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9 must be carefully examined. Such an

examination reguires a thorough understanding of Origen's



6
exegetical method and general treatment of Scripture. The
first chapter of this thesis will attempt to provide such an
understanding of Origen's use of the allegorical method.

The second chapter will use this understanding of
Origen's exegetical technique to examine his interpretations
of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9. Origen tends to neglect Gen
2:4-9 in favor of Gen 1:26-30; therefore, Origen's first
Homily on Genesis, the most comprehensive interpretation of
Gen 1:26-30 in his surviving works, will be the foundation
for this examination. The concepts and issues which Origen
derives from Gen 1:26-30 in this homily will be the foci for
our examination of all other interpretations of Gen 1:26-30
and Gen 2:4-9 which occur in Origen's writings.

Since Origen does not develop these interpretations
in a vacuum, we must explore the various influences on, and
sources of, Origen's work if we are to adequately understand
this work. Chapter Three will consist of an exploration of
the two most probable influences on Origen's interpretations
of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen 2:4-9: Clement of Alexandria and
Philo of Alexandria. By comparing the interpretations of
the authors with Origen's, we will be able to highlight
specific characteristics of Origen's interpretations and
discover the implications and assumptions of these inter-
pretations. At the end of these three chapters, we should
have a thorough understanding of the content and implica-

tions of Origen's interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen



The last chapter of this thesis will correlate the
theological anthropology which Origen develops in these
interpretations with the soteriological "solutions" which
this anthropology presupposes. Our task is simplified since
Origen sometimes makes this correlation himself. Origen
sometimes uses his interpretations of Gen 1:26-30 and Gen
2:4-9 to explicitly present aspects of his understanding of
the saving work of Christ. In other cases, Origen's soteri-
ology is only implicitly present through his theological
anthropology. By examining the explicit and implicit soter-
iological aspects of Origen's interpretations of Gen 1:26-30
and Gen 2:4-9, we will be able to see how Origen develops an
understanding of the human problem which requires the Incar-

nation of the Logos as its solution.



CHAPTER 1
ORIGEN'S EXEGETICAL METHOD

Before examining the specific interpretation which
Oorigen gives to the creation of man stories in Genesis, we
must examine his general understanding of the character of
Scripture and its interpretation. This examination will
include an analysis of what Origen thinks Scripture is, what
purpose Scripture has and how it achieves this purpose.
Secondly, Origen's conception of the three levels of mean-
ing within Scripture will be explored, as a principle which
governs his exegetical method. Finally, since the methods
of interpretation which Origen uses are based upon this
understanding of Scripture, an examination of these tech-

niques will follow this analysis.

I. The Nature and Purpose of Scripture

When Origen deals with Scripture, he is dealing
for the most part with the Bible used by modern bellevers:
the books which Origen considered canonical are roughly
the books included in the modern Catholic canon.l Origen
considers the Septuagint the authoritative text for the
0ld Testament, even where it differs from the Hebrew text,
since he maintains the tradition of the divine inspiration

of this translation.2 Nevertheless, Origen is sensitive
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to the possibility that some Septuagint texts have been cor-
rupted in their transmission, and therefore uses the Hebrew
text and other Greek translations to establish the proper
version of the Septuagint text.3 wWhile Origen considers the
Septuagint to be the divinely inspired Scripture of the
Christian faith, he is sensitive to the textual problems
arising from the transmission of this text.

In considering Scripture as divinely inspired,
Origen maintains that Scripture carries God's power and
authority. The content of Scripture is essentially divine
truth, truth revealed by God and therefore supremely trust-
worthy. In the final analysis, Origen considers Scripture
to be the only consistently reliable source of information
regarding God's teaching available to mankind.4

Scripture must be a reliable source of God's teach-
ing, since Scripture's function is to reveal the truth about
God. By communicating these truths, Scripture leads man
to God. Thus, Scripture contains all of the doctrines of
Christian faith, and all of the truths about God which human
language is capable of conveying. The frailty of human
language is a limitation. Sometimes the truths are communi-
cated in fragmentary or shadowy fashion, but such is the
"sacramental mystery" of this life as a whole. What man
can apprehend in his present state is only a "copy" of the
perfect comprehension which is possible to the purified,

perfect soul. But the "copy" which we are able to compre-
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hend can still lead us to the higher truths by training our
"spiritual intelligence.”5 Thus, Scripture acts as a figure
of the eternal truth, and therefore as a path to the eternal
truth.6 The possession of perfect truth is itself union
with God, so Scripture is primarily God's instrument for
leading mankind to this union. Since this truth is essen-
tially "spiritual," Scripture is intended to convey to hu-
manity information about, and the requirements of, the spir-
itual 1ife.7 Although Scripture, the pathway to perfection,
may be accepted and employed by a community of believers,
the emphasis of this type of understanding of Scripture,
God, and perfection tends to be on the efforts of the
individual soul. While Origen is committed to the Church,
his fundamental bias 1is towards exploring the character and
duties of the individual's spiritual life, and his inter-
pretation of Scripture reflects this bias.8

But while Origen considers the content of Scripture
to be eminently trustworthy, he gualifies the confidence
with which he approaches Scripture with three codicils.
First, Origen considers Scripture to be a unified, inspired
text which God has given to his Church to lead its members
to unity with him. Thus the contents of Scripture must be
understood in light of the whole of Scripture, and the pur-
pose for which Scripture has been given. This principle
of totality leads Origen to assert that individual passages

of Scripture must be interpreted in a manner consistent with
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the rest of Scripture, and with the purpose of Scripture, in
order to be trustworthy. Therefore, passages of Scripture
which seem to assert something which is inconsistent with
the rest of Scripture, or which do not contribute to lead-
ing mankind towards unity with God, such passages must be
understood in a non-literal fashion if their divinely in-
spired content is to be received.9

The principle that Scripture must be treated as a
coherent whole governs Origen's understanding of the rela-
tionship between the 0l1d Testament and the New Testament.
Some modern authors have suggested that Origen understands
the New Testament as superceding the 01d, in the sense that
the New Testament has made the 014 Testament obsolete.10
Origen's use of New Testament interpretations of the older
scriptures may have contributed to this theory. The 01d
Testament must be understood in the light of the New Testa-
ment, whose message moves beyond the preliminary stages
which the 0ld Testament scriptures provided. But Origen's
attitude toward the 0ld Testament is more positive: the
0ld Testament scriptures form a unity with the New Testa-
ment. The 01d Testament must be interpreted in the light
of the New Testament because the New Testament reveals the
true meaning of the 0l1d, which is essentially the Christian
Gospel. Thus, rather than superceding it, the New Testament
allows the 01d Testament to come into its own; the true

meaning of the 0ld Testament is, and was intended to be,
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Christian.11 The interpretation of any passage of Scripture
must be consistent with the correct, i.e., Christian inter-
pretation of the rest of Scripture. Such a proper interpre-
tation of an 01d Testament passage may indicate the correct
interpretation of a passage from the New Testament. There-
fore, the trustworthy character of Scripture depends upon
the correct interpretation of Scripture, which can only be
determined when Scripture is treated as a '"seamless gar-
ment."

The second qualification which Origen makes to the
trustworthiness of Scripture is that Scripture must be in-
terpreted properly in order to be trusted. This correct
interpretation is itself dependent upon divine inspiration.
The true meaning of Scripture, the divinely inspired and
trustworthy content of Scripture, is only available to those
who have been inspired by the grace of God. This inspira-
tion belongs to all Christians due to the grace which they
received at baptism, so all Christians have some idea of
the true meaning of Scripture.l12 But the inspiration to
more deeply comprehend the meaning of Scripture is a special
charism, theoretically available to all Christians, but
actually bestowed only upon those who are capable of under-
standing (and thus profitting from) the deeper meaning of
Scripture.13 fThis deeper meaning is the content which God
primarily intends the Scripture to convey, and so is also

the meaning intended by the inspired author of the text.
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While Origen asserts that the inspired character of Scrip-
ture is thus directly related to the intended meaning of
the author, he also maintains that this meaning is not
available to the reader without divine inspiration leading
to the correct, spiritual understanding of the text.14

The third qualification which Origen makes regarding
the trustworthiness of Scripture is that, while Scripture
is, as a whole, the only reliable source of God's teaching
generally available to humanity, it is nevertheless incom-
plete; human language is incapable of expressing all of the
mysteries of God. Thus, the truth communicated by Scripture
is limited by the medium through which it is communicated.
Origen implies that some human individuals (for example, the
author of John's gospel or Paul) have a direct relationship
to these inexpressible mysteries, and are able to obtain
more complete knowledge of God than could be communicated in
writing.15 fThis is clearly not possible for the average
believer. Origen seems to have included this codicil re-
garding the trustworthiness of Scripture to avoid "idolatry"
in regard to Scripture, rather than to recommend some alter-
native source for knowledge of God. Origen wants to stress
the existence of ultimate truth, the "eternal gospel" to
which Scripture points, but which it cannot entirely commun-
icate, rather than to suggest this eternal gospel as a re-
placement for Scripture.l16

This guasi-independence of divine truth from the
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scriptural text is another reason why the exegete is depend-
ent upon divine assistance to interpret the text. The
frailty of human language, which prevents Scripture from
containing and revealing the complete, eternal truth of God
also afflicts the other forms of human knowledge. There-
fore, such knowledge is of limited usefulness in interpret-
ing Scripture. Although he employs "secular" techniques of
textual and literary criticism as a preliminary phase of his
exegesis, often using these techniques to establish the
text's literal/historical meaning, Origen primarily relies
upon Scripture itself to interpret Scripture. Since Scrip-
ture must be accepted as a unified whole, difficult passages
within Scripture must be understood in the light of the rest
of Scripture.17

The illumination that Scripture imparts to difficult
passages may take several forms. A New Testament author may
include, and thus interpret, an 0l1d Testament passage within
his inspired text. When this occurs, the New Testament
author's interpretation is inspired and authoritative.18
In some instances, Scripture itself provides exegetical
instructions. Origen points to the letters of Paul as
providing instructions for correctly interpreting the Law,
and to Proverbs as establishing the "three-fold sense of
Scripture" principle which is so prominent in Origen's

writings.19
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II. Scripture's Three Levels of Meaning

In this examination of Origen's understanding of the
nature of Scripture, mention has been made of his principle
of the three levels of meaning which Scripture contains.
This theory is prominent in Origen's exegetical writings,
and an examination of this theory is necessary to under-
standing how Origen perceives Scripture, and how he inter-
prets it. Origen describes this theory clearly in De

Principiis 1IV,2,4:

One must therefore portray the meaning of Scripture in a
three-fold way upon one's own soul, so that the simple
man may be edified by what we may call the flesh of the
scripture, this name being given to the obvious meaning
of scripture; while the man who has made some progress
may be edified by its soul, as it were; and the man who
is perfect ... may be edified by the spiritual law,
which has 'a shadow of the good things to come.' For
just as a man consists of body, soul and spirit, so in
the same way does scripture, which has been prepared by
God to be given for man's salvation. 20

This passage has several ambiguities. The first is
the way in which Origen intends this theory to be applied in
exegesis. The most common understanding among scholars is
that Origen maintains that the three levels of meaning in
Scripture are all valid, but useful for different types of
men. The "obvious meaning” of Scripture is useful and
edifying for simple believers, who are incapable of compre-
hending the deeper meaning, the "mysteries" of Scripture.
Scripture's level of meaning which corresponds to the soul
is edifying for those who have advanced from simple belief,

but who have not yet achieved a "spiritual capacity" as
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such. The highest or deepest level of meaning is the path-
way of perfection proper--the level at which the believer

is able to perceive the spiritual truths.21

The passage cited above certainly supports this
understanding, but with some ambiguity. Origen advises that
we apply this threefold meaning "to our own soul,” and im-
plies that the reason why Scripture has been endowed with
this tri-level structure of meaning is to allow Scripture to
correspond to the three parts of the human individual--not
for the edification of three types of men. Nevertheless,
Origen himself does apply this distinction of the three
levels of meaning in Scripture for the benefit of three
types of men. This ambiguity might be resolved, to some
extent, by positing that the three types of men to whom
Origen refers the specific levels of Scripture are divided
into groups on the basis of which parts of the human indi-
vidual predominate in their characters. For example, if
the concerns of the flesh occupy a given individual, then
the "fleshly” meaning of Scripture would be the level most
appropriate to such an individual's present condition, and
Origen maintains that even this level of Scripture is able
to lead the individual towards the spiritual level.22

This adjustment in the interpretation of Origen
implies that all three levels of meaning are wvaluable for
all human individuals, but that one or another level is

predominantly useful. For the advanced Christian, the spir-
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itual level would be of primary benefit, although even the
obvious meaning of a given text would have some value.
Thus, an exegesis of each level of meaning in Scripture
would be appropriate in public discourse, regardless of the
supposed "spirituality" of the audience. Origen includes
an interpretation of all three levels of Scripture's meaning
in both his homilies (which might be expected to have a
broader, more general audience in mind) and in his commen-
taries (which might be expected to be addressed to the more
advanced). Since Origen includes literal interpretations of
Scripture in his more spiritual writings, and spiritual
interpretations of Scripture in his more popular writings,
he clearly believes that all the levels of meaning within
Scripture are valuable for everyone. The fact that the
obvious meaning almost invariably receives less attention,
and Origen consistently urges his audience to advance beyond
this level, need not be seen as contrary evidence. Origen
is concerned with the spiritual progress of his audience,
which would require a growing ability to perceive and ap-
preciate the deeper meanings of Scripture.23

But even with this adjustment, the tri-level struc-
ture of the meaning of Scripture which Origen presents in De
Principiis 1IV,2,4 contains a second ambiguity in regard to
the relationship of these different levels to each other,
and the presence of each level of meaning in every passage

of Scripture. Modern scholars have frequently pointed to
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the ambiguity of the level of meaning corresponding to the
soul. This level seems to refer to the moral meaning of a
scriptural passage, which would primarily apply to the im-
provement of the individual believer.24 But J.N.D. Kelly
points out that in practice, Origen tends to employ an al-
ternate middle level of meaning in Scripture: the typo-
logical meaning, which would apply to the improvement of the
Church as a whole.25

But, as several scholars have pointed out, Origen
does not consistently follow this tri-level theory in his
own exegetical writings. Often, he simply distinguishes
between the letter, or the obvious meaning, of Scripture
(the body) and the higher meaning of Scripture (the spir-
it).26 Sometimes, Origen explicitly includes the moral
level as one aspect of the spiritual level; sometimes the
moral level is omitted altogether.27 on the other hand,
the moral meaning may be the only "higher," spiritual mean-
ing which a passage contains. In one of his homilies,
Origen argues that the moral meaning of Scripture sometimes
has the highest meaning available to mankind, and no effort

should be made to go beyond it.28 Yet in De Principiis,

Origen declares that while not all of Scripture has meaning
on the lowest level, all Scripture does have meaning on the
highest level. So in some instances, the moral meaning is
the spiritual meaning of a text. The result of this con-

fusion is that while the tri-level theory is an essential



19
aspect of Origen's over-all understanding of Scripture, his
actual exegesis seems to depend upon a bi-level distinction
between the "bodily," or obvious, meaning of Scripture and
the "spiritual” meaning of Scripture, which may include
either a moral meaning, or an approximation of eternal/spir-
itual meaning, or both.

Origen's understanding of Scripture (and the human
person, and reality as a whole) is fundamentally dualistic.
Origen adopts the Platonic distinction between the finite,
imperfect, material and sensible world, and the infinite and
perfect existence of ideas. The three levels which Origen
postulates within Scripture are an attempt to distinguish
between the partial experience of the ideal realm which man
currently possesses, and the more complete and perfect ex-
perience of this realm which man once possessed, and is
destined to regain. The distinction between the soul and
the spirit is an attempt to maintain a spiritual element
within every individual, while acknowledging that this spir-

itual element is not presently perfect.

III. Origen's Exegesis: The Allegorical Method

The rest of this chapter will examine how the "spir-
itual” and "bodily" levels are related in Origen's exegesis,
and how one moves from one level to the other.

The language employed by Origen to distinguish be-

tween the two levels of meaning in Scripture--the spiritual
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meaning and the bodily meaning--indicates something about
the relationship between the two. Just as an individual's
soul is "clothed" by the individual's body, the spiritual
meaning of Scripture is clothed by the body of the text--and
the bodily meaning of the text.29 oOne obvious result of
this "clothing" is that the spiritual meaning is not immedi-
ately apparent in the text, any more than a human soul is
visible in the human body. In this sense, at least, Origen
speaks of the text of Scripture as "veiling" or concealing
the spiritual sense.30 Therefore, Origen considers the
spiritual sense to be hidden within the bodily meaning of
the text of Scripture just as the human soul is hidden with-
in the body.

The method which Origen employs to ascertain and
interpret the hidden spiritual meaning within Scripture is
allegory. If the spiritual meaning is hidden within the
bodily meaning of Scripture, then the spiritual meaning must
differ from the bodily meaning. Allegory refers both to the
text which contains a hidden spiritual meaning, and to the
technique which enables the exegete to move from the bodily
meaning to the spiritual meaning.31

If the spiritual meaning is completely unrelated to
the bodily meaning, such an interpretation would be com-
pletely arbitrary. But Origen understands the two levels to
be related: the body of Scripture is a "copy" or "shadow"

of the spiritual meaning contained within it.32 In sonme
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sense, the bodily meaning of a scriptural text symbolizes
its spiritual meaning. Allegory is the method of inter-
pretation which reveals this hidden meaning of the symbols
in the text.33

But Scripture only hides the spiritual meaning of
a passage so that the meaning might be communicated more
effectively and appropriately. Origen asserts that an alle-
gory is a powerful means of conveying truth. *Clothing"
the deeper meaning of Scripture in another, more obvious
meaning incites the curiosity of the learned and compels
the respect of the unlearned.34 The manner in which Origen
extracts the spiritual meaning from an allegorical text
directly corresponds to the manner in which he understands
the text to contain and communicate the spiritual meaning.
A close examination of Origen's exegetical techniques re-
veals the character of the relationship between the text
and its underlying, spiritual meaning.

Thus far, allegorical interpretation has been taken
to refer to any kind of non-literal interpretation of the
text. In the history of Christian exegesis, non-literal
interpretations of the Bible have generally been one of two
kinds: allegorical or typological. The distinction between
these two forms of non-literal interpretation is not always
clear in scholarly research, but R.P.C. Hanson's definitions
of these terms are quite helpful. Typology is the inter-

preting of an event described in one passage of Scripture



22
as the fulfillment of a similar situation found in another
scriptural passage. Allegory is interpreting a figure in
a text (a person or event) as actually meaning something
else.35

Typology interprets a text by noting and explaining
the similarities between the figure in one text, and another
figure in another text. Thus, the serpent which Moses fash-
ioned and set upon a staff is a type of Christ: both the
serpent and Christ were "lifted up" as God's instrument
for salvation. The elaboration of the similarities between
Christ and the serpent is the task of typological inter-
pretation. The characteristics of one are used to explain
the implied characteristics of the other. Thus, typological
interpretation examines two similar texts in light of each
other.

Allegorical interpretation, on the other hand, at-
tempts to move between two levels of meaning within a single
text. Allegory may refer to other scriptural texts in order
to establish the correspondence between the two levels of
meaning by identifying a common symbolism used throughout
Scripture. But the texts are not taken as referring to each
other, as in typological interpretation. In allegory, the
correspondence between the figure found in the bodily mean-
ing and the spiritual meaning of the text often relies upon
the consistent use of a specific symbol in Scripture.

When Origen explains his allegorical method, he
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uses the example of Scripture’'s habitual use of Israel and
Jerusalem as symbols of a specific kind of spiritual exist-
ence. Origen establishes that Scripture consistently uses
Israel and Jerusalem to refer to a heavenly existence by
adducing various passages where this symbolism is explicit
(e.g., Gal. 4:26). He then applies this symbolism to vari-
ous texts in which Jerusalem and/or Israel appear, and even
to texts which refer to other nations and cities, where such

references either are not or cannot be literally true.36

In this description of his allegorical method,
Origen does not make a detailed comparison of two or more
texts which contain references to Jerusalem. Nor does he
elaborately describe the characteristics of the earthly
Jerusalem which make it an appropriate symbol for a heavenly
existence. The primary thrust of his argument is that this
symbolism is used in various texts, and he shows how this
symbolism leads to a proper spiritual interpretation of
these texts. The intrinsic similarity between the symbol
(e.g., Jerusalem) and what is symbolized (e.g., heavenly
existence), is not explored in any detail, and often appears
to be a very tenuous similarity.

In Origen's allegorical method, such intrinsic simi-
larity between the bodily meaning and the spiritual meaning
must be tenuous. The spiritual meaning of Scripture is
intended to communicate divine, eternal truths, and such

truths could not possess the same similarity with the fig-
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ures which represent them that two similar earthly figures
might possess. This very fact is one reason why Origen
tends to devalue typology. Although he uses typological
interpretations in his exegesis, Origen perceives this tech-
nique as producing information about non-spiritual matters,
and therefore typology is not an adeguate technique for
ascertaining the spiritual meaning of Scripture.37

But if some sort of intrinsic similarity between the
spiritual meaning and the bodily meaning of the text which
"clothes" it is ruled out by the nature of the spiritual
meaning, is there any correspondence between the text and
the allegorical interpretation, outside of the interpreter's
imagination? Many scholars deny that any such connection
exists.38 But Origen calls the bodily sense of Scripture a
"shadow” or "copy" of the spiritual sense, so he apparently
conceives of some such connection. The manner in which
Origen develops his allegorical interpretations also indi-
cates that the relationship between the text and the alle-
gory interpreting it are not solely dependent upon his own
fancy.

In his commentaries, Origen's first exegetical move
is to establish the text and its literal (or "proper"”) mean-
ing.39 The pains which Origen takes to achieve this purpose
involves considerable erudition. Origen employs sophisti-
cated literary analysis, including lexicography, etymology

and careful consideration of the context of a given pas-
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sage, in his effort to reveal the bodily sense of the text.
Origen is acutely aware that even the literal meaning of a
given passage is not always obvious.40 The care and skill
which Origen brings to this task justify Trigg's assessment
that he is "one of the greatest interpreters of the Bible on
the literal level in the early Church."41

Origen's assertion that the simple believer can
benefit from the bodily meaning of Scripture cannot suffi-
ciently account for the effort which Origen expends in ex-
plaining the literal meaning of a text, especially if Origen
simply intends to abandon this meaning once it has been
ascertained. Undeniably, Origen considers it necessary
to move beyond the literal meaning; but the care with which
he establishes the literal meaning is evidence that such a
move depends upon a careful and complete understanding of
the bodily meaning of the text. Origen's subsequent exe-
gesis indicates the nature of this dependence.

Having ascertained the proper literal interpreta-
tion, Origen insists that the "exact reader" should

carefully investigate how far the literal meaning is
true and how far it is impossible, and to the utmost
of his power trace out from the use of similar expres-
sions the meaning scattered everywhere throughout the
scriptures of that which when taken 1literally is
impossible.42
This passage provides the key to Origen's allegorical method
and the way he thinks the text of Scripture corresponds to

the spiritual meaning of Scripture. Origen's maxim that

"all of Scripture has a spiritual meaning, but not all of
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Scripture has a literal meaning"” must be understood within
the context of this passage.43 The literal meaning of
Scripture is, by and large, accurate and authoritative.44
But on occasion, the literal meaning of a scriptural passage
will be false: either impossible or absurd, or simply in-
accurate.45 These occasions of error within the literal
sense of the text are not accidental; they accord with God's
over-all purpose for Scripture of leading mankind to divine
truth, and are therefore spiritually true. God includes
such "stumbling-blocks"” within the literal meaning of cer-
tain scriptural texts to indicate the existence of the spir-
itval meaning of Scripture as a whole. Without such state-
ments, the reader would have no reason to look more careful-
ly into the text.46

The occasional fallacies within the literal meaning
of a specific text act as reminders that all Scripture has
a spiritual meaning, and these fallacies also provide clues
regarding what that spiritual meaning might be. But these
clues are indirect. To correctly interpret the passage in
question, Origen advises the exegete to identify the liter-
ally false statements within a passage and then to "trace
out the use of similar expressions” in the rest of Scrip-
ture. The way such expressions are used in other passages
of Scripture may shed light upon the spiritual meaning which
these expressions are intended to indicate in the text in

question.
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Many scholars have pointed out Origen's habit of
associating key words and concepts of a scriptural text
with other occurrences of the same words and concepts else-
where in Scripture.47 The fact that Origen's allegories
tend to arise in response to passages which Origen finds
problematic is also well established.48 1In the passage from

De Principiis 1IV,3,5 quoted above, Origen explicitly 1links

these two exegetical habits. Together they provide a method
for ascertaining the spiritual meaning contained within a
specific text. The fallacious statement discovered in a
text is compared to similar instances of that statement
found elsewhere in Scripture. The information obtained from
this comparison points to the spiritually true meaning which
the literally false statement is meant to convey. With
this particular spiritual meaning as the key, the entire
passage in which the original "stumbling-block" occurs can
then be allegorically interpreted.49

The connection between the spiritual meaning of
Scripture and the text thus depends upon the passages of
the text which are literally untrue, and the occurrence
of similar passages in other parts of Scripture which indi-
cate the spiritual meaning of these literally untenable
passages. The literal meaning of a text must be correctly
ascertained in order to correctly identify the limits of
that literal meaning. Where the literal meaning breaks

down, the spiritual meaning is able to be perceived through
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comparison with similar texts. When the "stumbling-blocks”
of a text have been spiritually interpreted in this fashion,
the entire passage must be interpreted spiritually. Once he
has correctly interpreted the specific symbols found within
a problematic text, Origen allegorically interprets the
entire passage which contains that text. The interpretation
of the "stumbling-block" invokes specific categories of the
spiritual meaning of Scripture. Such an invocation brings
all of the symbolic meanings and implications concerning
spiritual truths in general into the interpretation of the
entire passage which contains the stumbling-block. Thus,
Origen constructs an integrated allegorical interpretation
of an entire passage, based upon the symbolism contained
within a literally false expression found in that passage,

or carried over from another passage.

IV. Conclusion

From this examination of Origen's general under-
standing of Scripture, we have seen that Origen considers
Scripture to be the means by which God leads man to a union
with himself. This union is accomplished by man coming to
perceive divine truth. Since Scripture is the divinely
inspired medium of such truth, Scripture is trustworthy and
authoritative,

Nevertheless, Scripture by itself is not absolute.

In order for Scripture to lead man to divine truth, it must
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be correctly interpreted. The correct interpretation of
Scripture requires that Scripture be interpreted as a whole,
and each scriptural passage must be understood in the light
of the rest of Scripture.

Furthermore, the correct interpretation of Scripture
requires the assistance of divine inspiration. In order for
Scripture to be correctly understood, the same Spirit which
inspired the scriptural author must also inspire the scrip-
tural exegete. This inspiration is necessary because scrip-
tural passages need to be interpreted in light of each oth-
er, and the Spirit enables the exegete to discern and apply
the more general meaning of Scripture to the interpretation
of a specific passage.

But the assistance of the Spirit is also necessary
because Scripture is written in human language, which is
inherently incapable of adequately conveying the divine
truth which it is meant to convey. Due to the frailty of
human language, Scripture can only indicate or point to
the divine truth which lies beyond it. The interpreter of
Scripture can only discern this truth under the direction
of the Spirit.

Thus, Origen understands Scripture to consist of
two levels: the "bodily" level, the literal or proper
meaning of Scripture, and the "spiritual" level. Although
Origen presents a theory which describes three levels of

meaning within Scripture, which includes a "psychic" or
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"soul" level of meaning between the bodily and spiritual
levels, the practical application of his theory relies upon
a bi-level understanding of Scripture. The intermediate,
psychic level exists as a way of discussing the spiritual
level of meaning in finife human terms. The level of mean-
ing which corresponds to the soul refers to the needs and
circumstances of the spiritually immature or imperfect.
Nevertheless, this level deals with spiritual concerns.

The three levels of Origen's theory of Scripture
are best identified as the bodily meaning of Scripture,
the finite (or imperfect) spiritual meaning, and the infi-
nite (or perfect) spirituval meaning. Therefore, there are
actually two levels of meaning within Scripture: the bod-
ily and the spiritual. But the spiritual meaning might be
either finite and provisional, or infinite and perfect.

Origen thinks that the relationship between the
bodily and spiritual meanings of Scripture roughly corre-
sponds to the relationship between the human body and soul.
The bodily meaning of Scripture "clothes"-—-and to some ex-
tent, therefore, conceals--the spiritual meaning. But this
concealment is actually an effective form of communication.
By being hidden within the bodily meaning of Scripture, the
spiritual meaning acts as a lure to the curiosity of the
learned, and inspires the respect of the unlearned. The
concealment of the spiritual meaning is a more effective

mode of communicating this meaning than an explicit state-
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ment of this deeper level of meaning.

The bodily meaning of Scripture is able to point to
and communicate the spiritual meaning through the errors
which God incorporates in the bodily meaning. Impossibil-
ities, absurdities and non-factual aspects of the literal
meaning of Scripture indicate the existence of the spiritual
meaning. Furthermore, these flaws in the literal sense of
Scripture provide clues about the content of the spiritual
meaning. Other instances in Scripture where these same
problematic passages occur establish a pattern of symbol-
ism which enables the correct spiritual interpretation of
specific passages. This pattern of symbolism provides a
bridgehead between the bodily meaning of Scripture and the
spiritual meaning. Once the connection between these two
levels of meaning has been established through the symbolism
involved in a particular, literally non-factual passage, the
entire text which contains this passage can be interpreted
on the spiritual level.

Origen's overall understanding of Scripture provides
a context within which his interpretations of the two stor-
ies of the creation of man can be discussed. The next chap-

ter of this thesis will examine these interpretations.



CHAPTER II

ORIGEN'S INTERPRETATIONS OF GEN 1:26-30 AND
GEN 2:4-9

Since Origen's Commentary on Genesis has been lost,

the principal source for Origen's interpretation of the
first creation of man story in Gen 1:26-30 is the last six
chapters of his first Homily on Genesis, which deal directly
with the interpretation of these verses. In his homilies,
Origen is primarily concerned with the edification of the
Church. Therefore, the Homilies tend to stress the s