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The Christological batle between Nestoriusand Cyril was waged with the
weaponsof exegesis. Thegenera character of thar respective schoolsis well known with
regard to Old Testament interpretation. Y et when it comes to New Testament epistles,
ther methodobgical differences are notso cut anddry. In this pgoer, | will compare and
contrast these two thinkersQuse of Christological textsin Hebrews. My thesisis tha they
share aform of dogmatic exegesis, by which the meaning of textsis at least patialy
predetermined by prior theological commitments.

In order to subdantiate this claim, | will first outiine thetypical characterization
of thar respective schools of interpretation. It will beclear tha such characterizationsare
inadequae for describing thar interpretation of epistlesin dogmnetic disputes. In the case
of the Epistle to the Hebrews, differing theological commitments regarding divine
impassibility providethe determining factor. After quickly outlining this theological
difference, | will anadyze NestoriusOand Cyril @ interpretation of four key texts: Hebrews
2:9,2:17-18,5:7-9 and 10:28-29. | will then condudewith some reflectionson the
significance of these debates for contemporary theology.

Before proceeding further, anote on scopeisin order. First of all, my thesisis not

aimed at modifying the prevailing view of Antiochene and Alexandrian exegdtical
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differences.? Rather, it isintended to supplement this view in a case where it does not
apply. Secondly, this pgper does not offer a history of Hebrews interpretation Attention
is focused exclusvely on NestoriusOand Cyril@ use of key texts rather than their
historical antecedents. Findly, for the sake of charitable interpretation as well as ease, |
have selected NestoriusOBazaar of Heradeides and Cyril@ On the Unity of Christ asthe
focusof comparison These represent mature extended works of the two thinkers unde
investigation.
Two Schools of Exegesis. Alexandria and Antioch

Theconflict between Cyril, Patriarch of Alexandria, and Nestorius student of the
famed Antiochene Theodore of Mopauestia, continued an ongong power struggle
between two great theological schools of the early church. Theintellectud locusof this
struggle was the prope interpretation of the Bible. Do thewords of Scripture permit and
even invite allegoria that leadsthe soul to multiple layers of spiritud truth? Or dowe
find in the naratives and images of the Bible theoria tha can beapplied across time and
place? The Alexandrian tradition as developed by Clement and Origen opted for
allegoria, while the Antiochenes Diodote of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopauestia

defended theoria.® Into these respective schools Cyril and Nestoriuswereinitiated.?

2 For an attempted revision of the typical view by means of comparative exegesis of the Minor
Prophets, see Hieromonk Patapios, Orhe Alexandrian and the Antiochene Methods of Exegesis: Toward a
ReconsiderationOGreek Orthodox Theological Review 44:1 (1999) 187-198.

3 For an overview of Hebrews interpretation during the Patristic period, see Rowan A. Greer, The
Captain of our Salvation: A Study in the Patristic Exegesis of Hebrews (Mohr: TYbingen, 1973).

* Nestorius, The Bazaar of Heracleides (Driver, G. R. and Hodgson, L. eds. and transl.; Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1925) hereafter cited in-text; Cyril of Alexandria, On the Unity of Christ
(McGuckin, John A, transl.; Crestwood, NY: St. Valdmir® Seminary Press, 1995) hereafter cited in-text.

® For a concise summary of the differences between these two schools and their representative
figures, see Karlfried Froehlich, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984)
15-23.

® For astudy of Cyril@& unique appropriation of Alexandrian exegesis, see Alexander Kerrigan, .
Cyril of Alexandria: Interpreter of the Old Testament (Rome: Pontificio Istituto Biblico, 1952).
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Themethodsof allegoria and theoria were especially hdpful in cases of
anthropornorphism (e.g., the andCof God) or higtorical obscurity (e.g., Jewish food
regulations. But how did these two schools approach New Testament argumentative
material? During the Fifth Century debate over Christology, thinkers from both schools
turned to such texts where nather allegoria nor theoria would settle the debae. Some
other methodwas needed.

Despite the sharp division between Antioch and Alexandria over Biblical
interpretation, in themidg of dodrind debate Nestoriusand Cyril shared the same
method. They both made use of well-worn Qlogmatic exegesis.OSuch a method assumes
certain textsrefer to thedodrind matter at hand. Debae surroundsthe question asto
which aspect of thedodrinethey refer. Athanasiusused this methodfamoudy agang the
Avrian citation of Philippians 2 by asserting tha the GoweringQOin the passage referred to
the humanity, notthedeity, of Christ. The same kind of dognetic logic isat work in
NestoriusOand Cyril & treatment of key Christological passagesin the Epistle to the
Hebrews. The significance of such aprocedureistha theological assumption replaces
methodobgical prindple as thedetermining factor. In light of the significant role played
by prior theological commitments, | will outlinethe basic dodrind debae between
Nestoriusand Cyril before turning to specific exegetical examples.

The Center of the Christological Debate: Divine Impassibility

What theological assumptionsdid Nestoriusand Cyril bring to theinterpretation
of a New Testament epistle? Althoughthe subtieties of the Christological controversy
remain contested, the basic contours of thedebate are clear. In respon® to aquestion

aboutpiouslanguayefor Mary, Nestoriusrejected theotokos and recommended
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Christokos. Cyril rushed to the defense of theotokos languaye, and thediscussion
escalated to debae over therelation of daty and humanity in Christ. The subequent stir
led to the Counal of Ephesusafter which BnotwithoutintriguebNestoriuswas
condemned.’

In the course of thedebae, Nestoriusemerged as the defende of thedistinction
between deity and humenity in Christ Bhence Mary as Christokos® Cryil, onthe other
hand, stressed the unity of deity and humanity in Christ.? Althoughsuch generalizations
are accurate, they donotreveal what was at stake in thedebate. If it were smply a matter
of emphasis, roomwould have been more easily madefor both postions Theissueat
hand was divineimpassibility. It seemed intuitively obviousto all partiesinvolved tha if
God suffered, then God would cease to be God.

For Nestorius theway to defend divineimpassibility was to hold thelineon the
distinction ™ If God were united wholly with a hunman being, God would suffer and
therefore cease to be God. Nestorius says to Cyril, @Y ]ou evacuae him of impassibility
and of immortality®(39). Thewhole idea of an incarnation of God falls apart if God
ceases to be God in the process. A suffering God is no better than thepagan gods

Cyril too affirmed divineimpassibility, butdid not share NestoriusOfears. Cyril

thoughtit sufficient to ssmply specify tha the Logossuffered in theflesh (115. No

" For adetailed narration of the controversy, see John Anthony McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria:
The Christological Controversy: its History, Theology, and Texts (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994) ch. 1. For a
retelling from an imperial perspective, see Kenneth G. Holum, Theodosian Empresses: Women and
Imperial Dominion in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982) ch. 5.

8 For an analysis of NestoriusOChristology, see J. A. McGuckin, St. Cyril of Alexandria ch. 2.

® For an analysis of Cyril(® Christology, see J. A. McGuckin, S. Cyril of Alexandria ch. 3.

1 Donald Fairbairn agrees that divine impassibility was at the center of the debate in
Orheopatheia: NestoriusOMain Charge against Cyril of Alexandria,OScottish Journal of Theology 56
(2003): 190-207. Joseph M. Hallman also traces the significance of divine suffering the Christological
controversy in Orhe Seed of Fire: Divine Suffering in the Christology of Cryil of Alexandriaand Nestorius
of Constantinople,ODoctrinal Diversity: Varieties of Early Christianity (Everett Ferguson, ed.; New Y ork:
Garland, 1999) 71-93. Unfortunately for our purposes, neither scholar gives extended attention to the
interpretation of key textsin Hebrews.
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stronge distinction was needed, provided onewas careful with thelanguage Thefocus
could remain on the divine-human unity of Christ and the graciousact whereby God Qiid
notdisdan the povaty of human naureQ(55).

Aswe shdl see, these disparate theological commitments become the determining
factor in each theologian® interpretation of Scripture. When Nestorius encouniers atext
implicating God in suffering, heensures tha the sufferingis bome by the human Jesusin
distinction fromthedivineLogos In theface of the same texts, Cyril mug find away to
simultaneoudy affirm divineimpassibility and thedivine-human unity of Christ. | will
deal with four key texts of this sort foundin the Epistle to the Hebrews.

Comparative Exegesis of Hebrews 2:9

Themajority text of Hebrews 2:9b reads Qesus, because of the suffering of death
crowned with glory and hona, tha by the grace of God he might taste death for
everyoneQ(NASB). Thisis aclassic text on the suffering of Jesus At first glance, there
seems to be nothing interesting here, for nather party questionad the suffering of the
human Jesus It isthis very textud smplicity, however, tha shows how Nestoriusand
Cyril make dogmetic use of any text at hand.

Althoughwe do not have an extant reference to Hebrews 2:9 in NestoriusOcorpus
it was a favorite text of Theodore of Mopsuestia*! Furthermore, Cyril citesthetext in an
explicit rebuttal to his oppon@t@interpretation of it (113) What isintriguing aboutthe
text istha aminority textud tradition foundin Antioch reads ! " #% 9& ( (Quithout

GodQ rather than ! #9 $9& ( (by the grace of God()).* It islikely that Nestorius

1n afragment of his commentary on Hebrews, Cyril implicitly attacks the Christology of
Theodore of Mopsuestia while expositing Hebrews 2:9. See P. M. Parvis, GCommentary on Hebrews and
the Contra Theodorum of Cyril of Alexandria,OJournal of Theological Studies 26 (Oct 1975) 415-419.

12 For atext-critical overview of Hebrews 2:9, see Bart D. Ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of
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encountered thisverson and saw it as a ddfinitive proof-text tha the human Jesus
suffered as adistinct subject from thedivineLogcs.

Cyril directly combats such an interpretation of Hebrews 2:9. Althoughthe
subject of the suffering in theverseis clearly Jesus, Cyril quotes the verse in context to
show tha thewhole passageis speaking aboutthedivine Son who became like usfor a
little while. Cyril claims that the author Gnakes it obviousto whom his wordsrefer,
clearly the Only BegottenO(114). Cyril makes a dogmatic exegetical move by specifying
thereferent of suffering as thedivineLogos He goes on to note that the Word Qs not
given on behdf of usnakedly, asit were, or as yet withoutflesh, butrather when he
became fleshQ(114). This important qudification makes it possible for him to condude
Oro say that he suffered does no disgrace to him, for hedid not suffer in the nature of the
godhed, butin his own fleshQ(115) By making these specifications Cyril is able to
ascribe suffering to the Logoswhile retaining the impassibility of divine naure.

Althoughthe bare text seemsto say very little onthe matter, both sides of the
Christological debae take Hebrews 2:9 as an oppatunity to make dodrind assertions
Theminority statusof the ! " #% tradition suggests those who wished to defend divine
impassibility tampered with thetext. God tasting death appaently left a bad taste in thar
mouths Cyril@ extended treatment reveals the lengthsto which hewill go to both affirm
the suffering of theLogosand at the same time defend divineimpassibility. He wants to

see God redlly taste death yet withou ceasing to be theimmortal God. Both are cases of

Scripture: The Effect of Early Christological Controversies on the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996) 146-150. The variations in Syriac Bibles follow variants of Greek the manuscript
tradition. See Sebastian P. Brock GHebrews 2:9 in Syriac Tradition,ONovum Testamentum 27 (Jul 1985):
236-244 aswell as amore concise discussion in The Bible in the Syriac Tradition (Kerala, India: St.
Ephrem Ecumenical Research Institute, 1989) 30.
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dognstic exegesis. the crux of the argument surroundsthe precise theological referent of
Scriptural words
Comparative Exegesis of Hebrews 2:17-18

Hebrews 2:17-18 is another text referencng the suffering of Christ. It reads
Orherefore, he had to be madelike his brethren in al things that he might become a
merciful and faithful high priest in thingspertaining to God, to make propitiation for the
sinsof the people. For since he himself was tempted in tha which he has suffered, heis
able to come to the aid of those who are tempted O(NASB). Althoughthetext makes a
simple alluson to Christ@ solidarity with usin suffering, both Nestoriusand Cyril seein
thistext an oppotunity to advance thar respective views.

Nestorius quoies these verses in the context of defending his distinction between
Christ® humen body and the God who enlivensit. Referring to the body as thetemple, he
states, O called the temple passible and not God the quickener of the temple which has
suffered(228-29). It is crudal for Nestoriusthat the suffering of Christ is attributed
wholly to the human prosopon He proceedsto vindicate himself by claiming, GFor this
you have condemned me like the priests for blasphemies, because | have said that Godis
incorruptible andimmortal and the quickener of all$(229) Thisis aclever defense, for
Nestoriusclaims tha heis condenned for defending thedeaty of God Baworthy task in
anyond3 mind. For Nestorius the subject of the sufferingin Hebrews 2:17-18is clearly
human, notdivine

Cyril findsin this very same verse judification for his own views. His line of
argument isrelatively straightforward: if Christ became like us then at some point he

must not have been like us As Cyril succindly putsit, Gror whaever is Gnadeliked
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certain other things mug of necessity bedifferent from them, unlike them, indeed of a
different form or nature to themO(64). Hence the languaye of becoming in this text
implies tha thereal subject of the suffering spoken of in this passageisthelLogos After
guoing this passage, he ddineates oneof his characteristic lists of paadoxes:
Andthislikenessin al thingshas a kind of beginning, or as theinception of the
affair, his birth from awoman; hisrevelation in the flesh, even thoughin terms of
his own nature heisinvisible; his abasement in the human condtionfor the
econony of salvation, even thoughhehas thetranscendent name; his humbling to
manhood,even thoughheisraised high abovethe Thrones; and his acceptance of
servile limitations even thoughheis by naure theLord (Phil 2:6f). Andal this
because O’ he Word was God({58).
Such a conjundion of oppostes isthekey to Cyril@ logic. By meansof paradox, Cyril
aims to affirm both the suffering of thedivineLogosin theflesh and theimpassibility of
God.

Cyril@ use of paradox could be congrued as a smokescreen for sloppiness.
However, Cyril@languaye does notlack precision. Thoughhis focusis on the unity of
dety and humanity, heisstill careful to make distinctionswhen necessary. Cyril quoies
Hebrews 2:17 in suppot of this rather precise statement: Qug as we say that theflesh
became his very own, in the same way the weakness of tha flesh became his very own in
an econoric appropriation according to the terms of the unification(107). Cyril has no
interest in speaking of divine suffering in general, but rather as a specific econony of the
Sonin aspecific modeof union. So, althoughCyril® appedl to paradoxis at the center of
his argument, it isno mere rhetoric or an excuse for theological soppiness.

In thar respective treatments of Hebrews 2:17-18, both Nestoriusand Cyril show

ther smilar method of dognetic exegesis. Both extend thereferent of thetext into thar

theological dispute. Nestorius sees the passage as referring to human suffering in
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distinction fromthedivine Cyril seesthedivineLogosas thereferent of the passage and
therefore the subject of the suffering described. Both find suppot for their opposd
dodrind formulationsin the same text.
Comparative Exegesis of Hebrews 5:7-9
Hebrews 5:7-9 is another key passagetha describes the suffering of Christ. The

debae surrounding this text reveal s the classical undestanding of suffering as any and all
passivity in contrast to activity. It reads

In thedays of hisflesh, he offered up both prayers and supplicationswith loud

crying and tears to the oneable to save him from death, and he was heard because

of hispiety. Althoughhewas a son, helearned obalience from thethingswhich

he suffered. And having been made perfect, hebecame to al those who obey him

the source of eternd salvation (NASB).
Despite therelatively thighOChristology of the Epistle to the Hebrews, this particular
passage describes a thoroughly human Jesus

Thisis a peafect passagefor Nestoriusto press thedistinction between deity and

humanity in Christ. He quotesit often. He linksit with Luke 2:52, Qesusincreased in
stature and in wisdomO(244). These verses picture Jesusas aman who in his suffering
developsandis pafected. It isnowonde tha Nestoriushad to defend himself agang the
charge of adopionism. He blocks this charge by affirming tha the Logoswas in and with
the human Jesusall along(99). Rather than disparagethedety of Christ, Nestoriuscites
this passageto affirm the full humanity of Christ: But if thoucallest the nature of men in
him whole, attribute unto him completeness also in the opeationswherein it seems that it
exists, that is, that hetrusted in God and was made chief priestO(248). In an extended

expostion of this text, hetakes the oppotunity to emphasize thedistinction between the

Sonwho has Gauthority in his sonship,0and the humanity, Qvhich from birth had to
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become the Son throughthe union and which had not authority but obedienceQ(251). At
this point Nestoriusis extending thereference of thetext to make the necessary complex
distinctionsfor his Christology.

Given tha such digtinctionsare notclearly visible at the surface of thetext, one
might sugect that Cyril would use this text as onemore example of thedivineLogos
suffering dongwith us However, thesuggestion tha the Logoslearned and was
perfected undestandably troubled Cyril. He acknowledges the chdlengethat if Christ
zould nolonge bear his sufferingsbut was overcome by fear and mastered by
weakness, then he assuredly convicts him of notbeng God(Q(104). But since hehas gone
to great lengthsto make so many other suffering passages refer to theunited Logos
incarnae, he does notwant to back off at such acruda text. Cyril here encounters a
common problem of dogmetic exegesis: one you have secured thereferent of an
illuminaing passage anothe passage emerges to muddythe waters.

What is Cyril@ solution?He adopt a subtle strategy whereby such acts
unbecoming of God are bomefor our sake. Scriptura descriptionsof the Logosbeng
tempted or learning obadience are there to et uslook into the profundity of this
econony insofar asis possibled(102) In other words such lowly passionsare
expressionsof thelengths God will gofor us Once agan, Cyril usesthelanguage of
econony to limit these descriptionsto theLogosmade-flesh rather than God in general.
Cyril tumsthefocusaway from the chdlengeto the divine-human unity of Christ and
puts the spotlight onwha God was doing for us

Cyril extendsthis strategy by appealing to thelogic of moral example. He says,

But insofar as temptation attacks all those who are putin dange because of thelove of

10
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God, then it was necessary for usto learn how people oughtto behave once they have
decided to live an honowble life in exemplary conduaO(102). He goes onto say that Ot
was also necessary for usto have the beneficial knowledgeof how far thelimits of
obadience should extend(102). Cyril paints God as amoral exemplar: GAnd so the
Word of God became an example for usin thedays of hisflesh, but nat nakedly or
outsidethelimits of self-emptyingQ(103) Cyril condudes tha this divine pedagogical
intention explainsthe seemingly unbesoming descriptionsof Hebrews 5:7-9: (T his was
why he extende his prayer, and shed atear, at times even seemed to need a savior
himself, and |earned obedience, while all thewhile hewas the SonQ(103) He remindsus
tha the reautiful and hepful example of this action was for our sakeO(103). So Cyril
avoidsan otherwise difficult Christological text by turning thefocusaway fromthe
congitution of Christ and onto his economic example for us.

As before, both Nestoriusand Cyril emerge as dogmatic exegetes of the same
portion of Scripture. Nestoriusrightfully saw in Hebrew 5:7-9 agreat oppatunity to
develop and defend thefull humanity of Christ. Y et he extendsthereference of the
passage to further explain his distinction between thedaty and humanity of Christ. Cyril
recognized the chdlengethis text posed for his pogtion. In light of this, headops a
strategy tha focuses onthe externd relation of Christ to usas example rather than the
internd relation of humanity and daty in Christ. Both Nestoriusand Cyril find groundto

advance thar postionin Hebrews 5:7-9.

11
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Comparative Exegesis of Hebrews 10:28-29

Onelast example will show how even the passing rhetoric of the Epistle to the
Hebrews was used by Nestoriusand Cyril in ther Christological controversy. In oneof
the parendic passages of Hebrews, the author warns his audience:

Anyonewho has set asidethe Law of Moses dies withoutmercy onthetestimony
of two or three witnesses. How much severer punishment do you think hewill
deserve who has trampled unde footthe Son of God, and hasregarded as undean
theblood of the covenant by which hewas sandtified, and has inaulted the Spirit
of grace (Heb. 10:28-29 NASB)?
Althougha simple call to respect for thework of Christ, the phrase Qrampled unde foot
the Son of GodCbecame alocus of dodrinad controversy.

Nestoriuscites this passage in an extended argument from the Eucharist on behdf
of his Christology. He applies thetext by stating, §T]o those who thoughtthe body of the
Son of God was polluted the Apogle saystha they are trampling undefoot the Sonof
Godin rgecting him and denying him, agang thase who confess tha the bodyis of our
own naure and who regard it as polluted(32-33). Here heis notattacking Cyril directly.
However, heistakingthe oppatunity to provetha he can affirm thefull humanity of
Christ withoutattributing to him a sinful naure. After an earlier citation of verses 28-29,
Nestoriuscritiques those who say tha Qhebodyof the Son of God is the body of a man,
whos bodyand blood he has raised to his own ousia and has not let them be uplraided
and taunted with a human ousa but has [caused them] to be adored in his own ousaO
(29). Here Nestorius presses the point of distinction between the human bodyand the
divineousa.

Cyril seesthis passage making the exact opposte point. After quoing Hebrews

10:28-29, heargues tha thetrampled bodyis notthe common body of acommon man

12
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but the body united with the Logos He concedes that if NestoriusOChristology were
correct, thebodywould be so common: Or et if it was not really the preciousblood of the
true Son made man, butrather of some bastard son different from him, someonewho
holdsthe sonship by grace, then how could onefail to condudethat it realy was a
common thing?0(117). Cyril thinks otherwise. The bodyis truly owned by the Son of
God. Yet, in atypical paradoxical twist, Cyril asserts, E]ven if heis said to suffer in the
flesh, even so heretains his impassibility insofar as heis undestood as GodQ(117). Cyril
wished to block NestoriusOQdistindtionswhile at the same time affirm theimpassibility of
God.

In thislast case, onecan see how Nestoriusand Cyril can take passing rhetoric to
have dogmetic import. Nestoriususes therhetoric of thetext to combat his opponets.
Cyril uses the same text to assert the unity of Christ. Both squeeze dodrind content out
of arathe smple warning passage

Conclusion

By meansof comparative exegesis, | have shown tha Nestoriusand Cyril share a
dognstic exegetical methodwhen approaching the Epistle to the Hebrews in the mids of
dodrind debae. Thetypical characterization of their respective schools are found
wanting in this domain. Here, thekey difference between them is not an exegetical
method, butatheological conviction: how to deal with theimpassibility of Godin the
context of Christology. Nestorius bdieves he can defend theimpassibility of God by
stressing the distinction of deity and humanity in Christ. Cyril bdieves he can
paradoxically hold onto both divineimpassibility and the divine-human unity of Christ.

Both mug make clever exegetical moves to defend thar postionsScripturaly.

13
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Isit posiblein our day to appropriate or even appreciate these exegdtica
techniques? | would recommend acritical appropriation, onethat takes into accountthe
difficulty of fixing thetheological referent of an ancient text, while affirmingthedesire
to view the Bible as actudly talking aboutGod. It istoo easy to bedismissive of the
exegetical gymnastics of Nestoriusand Cyril without appreciating their imaginaive
piety. If thechurch wishesto take serioudy its theological heritage while tackling
contemporary questions it behooves usat least to reach for an approach to Scripture that
acknowedgesits divinereferent.

Wha contemporary questionsmightthis method serve? Fittingly, the question of
divinesufferingis oncee agan on thetheological agenda Theradical evil encounteredin
the 20" Century hasraised the question of God®impassibility. Some contend that God®
suffering with creationis an essential and affirming notion. Others have reminded usthat
the power of God over our sufferingis aliberating truth. Nestoriusand Cyril cometo us
with wisdomon howto tackle such a problem.

NestoriusOstrong defense remindsustha a God who is overwhdmed by suffering
isnogoodfor us Even if we choos to affirm divine passion, we mus never forget
God®action on our behdf. Cyril affirms our search for the suffering of God, butwith a
warning to beprecise® Thereisalot of loo rhetoric aboutdivine suffering tha needs
Cyril& careful toudh. If God suffers, then we are required to thebest of our ability to say
how, where, and when this suffering occurs. Otherwise, our Sloppiness will dampen our
conviction. So Nestoriusand Cyril, despite thar difference from each other and distance

fromus can ill speak wisdomin our day.

13 For further study on Cyril@ contemporary theological significance, see selected articlesin
Thomas G. Weinandy and Daniel A. Keating, eds., The Theology of &. Cyril of Alexandria: A Critical
Appreciation (London: T & T Clark, 2003).

14
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