General Introduction
Ancient Christian Texts (hereafter ACT) presents the full text of ancient Christian commentaries on Scripture that have remained so unnoticed that they have not yet been translated into English.
The patristic period (AD 95–750) is the time of the fathers of the church, when the exegesis of Scripture texts was in its primitive formation. This period spans from Clement of Rome to John of Damascus, embracing seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New Testament to the mid-eighth century, including the Venerable Bede.
This series extends but does not reduplicate texts of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS). It presents full-length translations of texts that appear only as brief extracts in the ACCS. The ACCS began years ago authorizing full-length translations of key patristic texts on Scripture in order to provide fresh sources of valuable commentary that previously were not available in English. It is from these translations that the ACT series has emerged.
A multiyear project such as this requires a well-defined objective. The task is straightforward: to introduce full-length translations of key texts of early Christian teaching, homilies and commentaries on a particular book of Scripture. These are seminal documents that have decisively shaped the entire subsequent history of biblical exegesis, but in our time have been largely ignored.
To carry out this mission each volume of the Ancient Christian Texts series has four aspirations:
1. To show the approach of one of the early Christian writere early Christian writers in dealing with the problems of understanding, reading and conveying the meaning of a particular book of Scripture.
2. To make more fully available the whole argument of the ancient Christian interpreter of Scripture to all who wish to think with the early church about a particular canonical text.
3. To broaden the base of the biblical studies, Christian teaching and preaching to include classical Christian exegesis.
4. To stimulate Christian historical, biblical, theological and pastoral scholarship toward deeper inquiry into early classic practitioners of scriptural interpretation.

For Whom Is This Series Designed?
We have selected and translated these texts primarily for general and nonprofessional use by an audience of persons who study the Bible regularly.
In varied cultural settings around the world, contemporary readers are asking how they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds of the ancient church. They often study books of the Bible verse by verse, book by book, in groups and workshops, sometimes with a modern commentary in hand. But many who study the Bible intensively hunger to have available as well the thoughts of a reliable classic Christian commentator on this same text. This series will give the modern commentators a classical text for comparison and amplification. Readers will judge for themselves as to how valuable or complementary are their insights and guidance.
The classic texts we are translating were originally written for anyone (lay or clergy, believers or seekers) who wished to reflect and meditate with the great minds of the early church. They sought to illuminate the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral and spiritual meaning of an individual book of Scripture. They were not written for an academic audience, but for a community of faith shaped by the sacred text.
Yet in serving this general audience, the editors remain determined not to neglect the rigorous requirements and needs of academic readers who until recently have had few full translations available to them in the history of exegesis. So this series is designed also to serve public libraries, universities, academic classes, homiletic preparation, and historical interests worldwide in Christian scholarship and interpretation.
Hence our expected audience is not limited to the highly technical and specialized scholarly field of patristic studies, with its strong bent toward detailed word studies and explorations of cultural contexts. Though all of our editors and translators are patristic and linguistic scholars, they also are scholars who search for the meanings and implications of the texts. The audience is not primarily the university scholar concentrating on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or those with highly focused interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues. If we succeed in serving our wider readers practically and well, we hope to serve as well college and seminary courses in Bible, church history, historical theology, hermeneutics, and homiletics. These texts have not until now been available to these classes.

Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation
Today global Christians are being steadily drawn toward these biblical and patristic sources for daily meditation and spiritual formation. They are on the outlook for primary classic sources of spiritual formation and biblical interpretation, presented in accessible form and grounded in reliable scholarship.
These crucial texts have had an extended epoch of sustained influence on Scripture interpretation, but virtually no influence in the modern period. They also deserve a hearing among modern readers and scholars. There is a growing awareness of the speculative excesses and spiritual and homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. Meanwhile the motifs, methods, and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained unfamiliar not only to historians but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained exhaustively in the methods of historical and scientific criticism.
It is ironic that our times, which claim to be so fully furnished with historical insight and research methods, have neglected these texts more than scholars in previous centuries who could read them in their original languages.
This series provides indisputable evidence of the modern neglect of classic Christian exegesis: it remains a fact that extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on Scripture still remain untranslated into any modern language. Even in China such a high level of neglect has not befallen classic Buddhist, Taoist, and Confucian commentaries.

Ecumenical Scholarship
This series, like its two companion series, the ACCS and Ancient Christian Doctrine (ACD), is an expression of unceasing ecumenical efforts that have enjoyed the wide cooperation of distinguished scholars of many differing academic communities. Under this classic textual umbrella, it has brought together in common spirit Christians who have long distanced themselves from each other by competing church memories. But all of these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis. All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of principle or intellect, come together to study texts common to them all. This is its ecumenical significance.
This series of translations is respectful of a distinctively theological reading of Scripture that cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific, or sociological insights or methods alone. It takes seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical reflection concerning the premises of revelation, providence, apostolicity, canon, and consensuality. A high respect is here granted, despite modern assumptions, to uniquely Christian theological forms of reasoning, such as classical consensual christological and triune reasoning, as distinguishing premises of classic Christian textual interpretation. These cannot be acquired by empirical methods alone. This approach does not pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorporates critical historical methods and brings them into coordinate accountability within its larger purpose of listening to Scripture.
The internationally diverse character of our editors and translators corresponds with the global range of our audience, which bridges many major communions of Christianity. We have sought to bring together a distinguished international network of Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox scholars, editors, and translators of the highest quality and reputation to accomplish this design.
But why just now at this historical moment is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by so many readers of Scripture? Part of the reason is that these readers have been longer deprived of significant contact with many of these vital sources of classic Christian exegesis.

The Ancient Commentary Tradition
This series focuses on texts that comment on Scripture and teach its meaning. We define a commentary in its plain-sense definition as a series of illustrative or explanatory notes on any work of enduring significance. The word commentary is an Anglicized form of the Latin commentarius (or “annotation” or “memoranda” on a subject, text, or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes, or expounds a biblical book or portion of Scripture. Tertullian, Origen, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine, and Clement of Alexandria all revealed their familiarity with both the secular and religious commentators available to them as they unpacked the meanings of the sacred text at hand.
The commentary in ancient times typically began with a general introduction covering such questions as authorship, date, purpose, and audience. It commented as needed on grammatical or lexical problems in the text and provided explanations of difficulties in the text. It typically moved verse by verse through a Scripture text, seeking to make its meaning clear and its import understood.
The general Western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom, and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical, philosophical, or poetic commentaries. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the Christian biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary (and especially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern and prototype.
It is only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist methods of criticism, that modern writers have sought more strictly to delimit the definition of a commentary so as to include only certain limited interests focusing largely on historical-critical method, philological and grammatical observations, literary analysis, and socio-political or economic circumstances impinging on the text. While respecting all these approaches, the ACT editors do not hesitate to use the classic word commentary to define more broadly the genre of this series. These are commentaries in their classic sense.
The ACT editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be respected as the church’s sacred text. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to religious life. The central hope of this endeavor is that it might contribute in some small way to the revitalization of religious faith and community through a renewed discovery of the earliest readings of the church’s Scriptures.

An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself
This prompts two appeals:
1. For those who begin by assuming as normative for a commentary only the norms considered typical for modern expressions of what a commentary is, we ask: please allow the ancient commentators to define commentarius according to their own lights. Those who assume the preemptive authority and truthfulness of modern critical methods alone will always tend to view the classic Christian exegetes as dated, quaint, premodern, hence inadequate, and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust, and oppressive. So in the interest of hermeneutical fairness, it is recommended that the modern reader not impose upon ancient Christian exegetes modern assumptions about valid readings of Scripture. The ancient Christian writers constantly challenge these unspoken, hidden, and indeed often camouflaged assumptions that have become commonplace in our time.
We leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But even this cannot be done honestly without a serious examination of the texts of ancient exegesis. Ancient commentaries may be disqualified as commentaries by modern standards. But they remain commentaries by the standards of those who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.
The attempt to read a Scripture text while ruling out all theological and moral assumptions—as well as ecclesial, sacramental, and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed generally in the community of faith out of which it emerged—is a very thin enterprise indeed. Those who tendentiously may read a single page of patristic exegesis, gasp and toss it away because it does not conform adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and historicist commentary are surely not exhibiting a valid model for critical inquiry today.
2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often very important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture, by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scripture texts together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates them to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the rabbinic tradition.
Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other texts and by the whole narrative of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. In these ways the models of exegesis often do not correspond with modern commentary assumptions, which tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. We implore the reader not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century hermeneutics upon the ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call hermeneutics.

The Complementarity of Research Methods in This Series
The Ancient Christian Texts series will employ several interrelated methods of research, which the editors and translators seek to bring together in a working integration. Principal among these methods are the following:
1. The editors, translators, and annotators will bring to bear the best resources of textual criticism in preparation for their volumes. This series is not intended to produce a new critical edition of the original-language text. The best urtext in the original language will be used. Significant variants in the earliest manuscript sources of the text may be commented upon as needed in the annotations. But it will be assumed that the editors and translators will be familiar with the textual ambiguities of a particular text and be able to state their conclusions about significant differences among scholars. Since we are working with ancient texts that have, in some cases, problematic or ambiguous passages, we are obliged to employ all methods of historical, philological, and textual inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we will appeal to the most reliable text-critical scholarship of both biblical and patristic studies. We will assume that our editors and translators have reviewed the international literature of textual critics regarding their text so as to provide the reader with a translation of the most authoritative and reliable form of the ancient text. We will leave it to the volume editors and translators, under the supervision of the general editors, to make these assessments. This will include the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself might impinge upon the patristic text, and which forms or stemma of the biblical text the patristic writer was employing. The annotator will supply explanatory footnotes where these textual challenges may raise potential confusions for the reader.
2. Our editors and translators will seek to understand the historical context (including socioeconomic, political, and psychological aspects as needed) of the text. These understandings are often vital to right discernment of the writer’s intention. Yet we do not see our primary mission as that of discussing in detail these contexts. They are to be factored into the translation and commented on as needed in the annotations, but are not to become the primary focus of this series. Our central interest is less in the social location of the text or the philological history of particular words than in authorial intent and accurate translation. Assuming a proper social-historical contextualization of the text, the main focus of this series will be upon a dispassionate and fair translation and analysis of the text itself.
3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the reader see clearly into the meanings that patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret, and comment on a text, its meaning, its sources and its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, using whatever linguistic, historical, literary, or theological resources are available to explain the text. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that interpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions on the text. The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural context in which the text was written. Our editors and annotators will also be attentive as needed to the ways in which the ancient Christian writer described his own interpreting process or hermeneutic assumptions.
4. The underlying philosophy of translation that we employ in this series is, like the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, termed dynamic equivalency. We wish to avoid the pitfalls of either too loose a paraphrase or too rigid a literal translation. We seek language that is literary but not purely literal. Whenever possible we have opted for the metaphors and terms that are normally in use in everyday English-speaking culture. Our purpose is to allow the ancient Christian writers to speak for themselves to ordinary readers in the present generation. We want to make it easier for the Bible reader to gain ready access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on a particular book of Scripture. We seek a thought-for-thought translation rather than a formal equivalence or word-for-word style. This requires the words to be first translated accurately and then rendered in understandable idiom. We seek to present the same thoughts, feelings, connotations and effects of the original text in everyday English language. We have used vocabulary and language structures commonly used by the average person. We do not leave the quality of translation only to the primary translator, but pass it through several levels of editorial review before confirming it.

The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations, and Translations
In writing the introduction for a particular volume of the ACT series, the translator or volume editor will discuss, where possible, the opinion of the writer regarding authorship of the text, the importance of the biblical book for other patristic interpreters, the availability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between the Fathers, and any special challenges involved in translating and editing the particular volume. The introduction affords the opportunity to frame the entire commentary in a manner that will help the general reader understand the nature and significance of patristic comment on the biblical text under consideration and to help readers find their critical bearings so as to read and use the commentary in an informed way.
The footnotes will assist the reader with obscurities and potential confusions. In the annotations the volume editors have identified Scripture allusions and historical references embedded within the texts. Their purpose is to help the reader move easily from passage to passage without losing a sense of the whole.
The ACT general editors seek to be circumspect and meticulous in commissioning volume editors and translators. We strive for a high level of consistency and literary quality throughout the course of this series. We have sought out as volume editors and translators those patristic and biblical scholars who are thoroughly familiar with their original language sources, who are informed historically, and who are sympathetic to the needs of ordinary nonprofessional readers who may not have professional language skills.
 
Thomas C. Oden, Gerald L. Bray, and Michael Glerup, Series Editors



Volume Introduction
Life and Career of Theodoret
Theodoret was born to a well-to-do family in Antioch around AD 393. His native language was Syriac, a variant of Aramaic, but his education was entirely in Greek, which he spoke and wrote perfectly. He received the classical education typical of his time, but it was also deeply Christian, and there was never any doubt he would spend his adult life in the ministry of the church. As he was of Antiochene origin, it is not surprising that he was chiefly influenced by the leading lights of that church, which was experiencing a golden age during his youth. He was too young to have known John Chrysostom personally, though he was old enough to remember when John was exiled and died from mistreatment. He probably met John’s friend Theodore of Mopsuestia and certainly was influenced by his many commentaries on Scripture. He may also have known Nestorius, who was in Antioch until 428, though there is no evidence that the two men ever worked together.
In 423 Theodoret was appointed bishop of Cyrrhus, a small town about eighty miles east of Antioch, where he remained for more than thirty years.1 We first hear of him in 430, when Bishop John of Antioch asked him to write against Cyril, the bishop of Alexandria. Cyril had attacked Nestorius, recently appointed patriarch of Constantinople, for his christological views and in particular for his dislike of the term Theotokos (“God-bearer”) given to the Virgin Mary by popular acclamation. He had obtained Nestorius’s condemnation by Bishop Celestine of Rome but to that he added twelve anathemas, which went much further and called the whole Antiochene approach to the divinity of Christ into question. This was too much for Bishop John, and he enlisted Theodoret to defend his church’s position on the subject. Theodoret did so by attacking Cyril’s anathemas, but he could not overturn the condemnation of Nestorius, which was upheld at the Council of Ephesus in 431.
Theodoret then did what he could to reconcile the Antiochene and Alexandrian positions and is credited for having been the chief author of the Formula of Union both sides signed in 433. The formula asserted that Christ was the divine Son of God who became incarnate in a way that made him both fully God and fully man, without specifying whether that meant that he had one (composite) nature or two. Nestorius was not rehabilitated, but neither was he explicitly condemned, and Theodoret believed the formula was broad enough to encompass his views as well as those of Cyril.
Unfortunately, the compromise did not last, and before long Cyril was once more attacking the Antiochenes, this time focusing on Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia, both of whom were by then dead. Theodoret undertook to defend their memory and became especially influential after Cyril’s death in 444, when Domnus II, who had succeeded John as bishop of Antioch, began appointing Nestorian sympathizers to bishoprics in Syria. This infuriated the Alexandrians, who blamed it on Theodoret, who was duly excommunicated by the so-called Robber Synod of Ephesus in 449. He was forbidden to return to Cyrrhus but appealed his case to Rome and was exonerated after the death of Emperor Theodosius II (408–450), when a new council was called to sort out the problems left behind by the Robber Synod. Theodoret was ordered to attend the subsequent Council of Chalcedon, though his attendance was hotly contested by the Alexandrian party, and he was not seated at the council until he explicitly agreed to the condemnation of Nestorius (October 26, 451). Theodoret complied but did his best to limit his disapproval of Nestorius to specifically christological matters, and the Alexandrians were never persuaded of his sincerity. He did, however, sign the Chalcedonian Declaration that confessed that the incarnate Christ was the one divine person of the Son of God, manifested in two natures, which retained their distinct identities, and that was enough to ensure he was not labeled a Nestorian.
Following the council, Theodoret continued to be active for a few years, but it is not known whether he ever returned to Cyrrhus. He died sometime between 457 and 466, but the date, whereabouts, and circumstances are all unknown. Nearly a century later, his anti-Cyrillian writings were condemned by the Second Council of Constantinople (553), but he himself continued to be regarded as orthodox because of his allegiance to Chalcedon. As a result, enough of his writings have survived to make it possible for us to evaluate mainstream Antiochene theology to a degree that would otherwise be almost impossible.

Theodoret’s Writings
Theodoret was a prolific author, and most of his works were produced between the Councils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451). He wrote a number of historical works that have survived, though many of his dogmatic treatises are now lost. What we have demonstrates his extensive reading of original source material, some of it mediated through earlier historians. He had a fondness for collecting documents and reproducing them, so in some cases he is the only source for our knowledge of particular controversies and heresies.
Today his reputation rests largely on his exegetical works, which are more extensive and of generally higher quality than most of what has survived from the ancient Greek world. His insights were highly prized, and much of what he wrote was anthologized in the so-called Catenae (“Chains”) that were composed in later centuries to transmit what medieval scholars regarded as the best of Greek biblical interpretation. He wrote detailed commentaries on all the Old Testament prophets and on the Pauline epistles as well as on the Psalms and the Song of Songs. Beyond that, he also expounded difficult passages in the Octateuch (Genesis to Ruth) and on the books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles.
Virtually all Theodoret’s exegetical works have survived, though for centuries the commentary on Isaiah was thought to have been lost, apart from extracts found in the Catenae. A virtually complete copy was discovered in 1899 but not published until 1932. We do not know why the commentary on Isaiah virtually disappeared for so long, but it may have been due to its exceptional length as well as to the availability of other commentaries by less controversial authors. Of its intrinsic importance there can be no doubt. Isaiah was the favorite Old Testament prophet among the early Christians because of his reputation as a herald of the Messiah, and Theodoret was well aware of that. We know from what he says in the prologue and elsewhere that it was almost the last of his commentaries to be written—only Jeremiah would come later. We also know that his commentary writing was complete by the end of 448, which suggests he was probably busy at work on Isaiah in the mid-440s, though precise dating is impossible.2 He avoids saying anything about the christological controversies he was then engaged in and makes no reference to any contemporary event that would enable us to date his work more precisely.

Theodoret’s Sources
In commenting on Isaiah, Theodoret used his version of the Septuagint as his primary text. This went back to the third century BC, but in the course of time it had developed in somewhat different ways across the Greek-speaking world. The evidence of his commentary allows us to state that his version was the standard Antiochene one, often known as Lucianic because it was supposedly edited by Lucian of Antioch in the late third century AD. This was the text circulating in the churches of Syria and Asia Minor, though it was not fully standardized. At times it appears that Theodoret used other versions, but the Lucianic text or something very close to it was his point of departure, and he regarded it with a reverence he attached to no other translation. Other recensions might be more accurate, but Theodoret kept coming back to the Lucianic Septuagint, and he did his best to reconcile different versions—and even the Hebrew original—with it.
Among those recensions were the Greek translations made by the “three interpreters,” Aquila, Symmachus, and Theodotion, who were Jews writing in the second century AD.3 They were attempting to give a more accurate rendering of the original Hebrew text than the one generally circulating as the Septuagint. Theodoret had access to these different versions through the so-called Hexapla compiled by Origen (ca. 185–ca. 254) and housed in his academy in Caesarea Maritima (Palestine). We do not know whether or when Theodoret went there or how long he stayed, but as he mentions the Hexapla specifically, it is clear that he consulted it, either in situ or through a copy to which he had access. He also looked at a number of Greek manuscripts of the Septuagint, which he found in different churches, and occasionally noted in his commentary where some of them deviated from what he regarded as the standard text.
Theodoret also used the Syriac translation known as the Peshitta and was able, thanks to the close relationship between Syriac and Hebrew, to refer to the original text when necessary.4 He was also aware of Jerome’s Interpretation of Hebrew Names, a glossary he compiled when he set about translating the Old Testament into Latin, but whether Theodoret read this work himself or used the assistance of someone who knew Latin, we cannot say.5 If Theodoret knew any Latin, his knowledge must have been very rudimentary, and there is no sign he ever read or engaged seriously with any Latin writer, including Jerome.

Theodoret’s Predecessors
The extent to which Theodoret was dependent on earlier commentators is very difficult to determine because much of what they wrote has been lost. We know that commentaries on Isaiah were written by Origen and by Didymus the Blind as well as by Theodore of Mopsuestia, but as they are no longer extant, it is impossible for us to gauge how much use Theodoret made of them. Given the omnipresence of Origen in the Greek Christian world, it would be surprising if influences emanating from him had not penetrated Theodoret’s commentary to some extent, but how far this went is impossible to say. Scholars tend to assume Theodoret borrowed extensively from Theodore of Mopsuestia, but we know he accepted the messianic character of Old Testament prophecy to a much greater extent than Theodore did, so his interpretation of Isaiah was often quite different from that of his Antiochene predecessor. Theodoret never mentions Theodore by name, but it is possible to guess his intentions by comparing Isaiah with his commentary on the Twelve Minor Prophets, where Theodore’s work survives in the original Greek. There it is apparent that Theodoret refers to Theodore in terms such as “some have said,” so we can assume that when he uses similar phrases in Isaiah it is Theodore he has in mind.6
We can assume Theodoret made no use of Jerome’s massive commentary, which was in Latin, which leaves us with four main sources of possible inspiration accessible to us—Eusebius of Caesarea, Basil of Caesarea, John Chrysostom, and Cyril of Alexandria.7 Of these, Eusebius is much the earliest and is written without any internal breaks that might give the reader a chance to pause and reflect.8 Eusebius is mainly concerned with the fulfillment of prophecy in Christ and sits light to the history contained in Isaiah, which may seem surprising for such a noted church historian. There are occasional coincidences with Theodoret, but whether the latter got them from Eusebius is impossible to determine.
As for Basil, his commentary does not go beyond Isaiah 16 and is much lengthier than either Eusebius or Theodoret. It has usually been thought to be spurious, but a strong case for its authenticity has been made by Russian scholar V. A. Lipatov, who has also translated the text—into English!9 Some of Chrysostom’s work survives in the original Greek, but most of it is in Armenian along with a small portion in Syriac.10 The Greek text covers Isaiah 1:1–8:10, with an additional six homilies on King Uzziah. Theodoret would have known the work in Greek, but although there is some correspondence with Chrysostom in his commentary, it does not amount to dependence.11 As for Cyril of Alexandria, in some ways he is close to Theodoret, but the two men were theological opponents and Theodoret cannot be regarded as Cyril’s disciple, even if he occasionally agrees with him.12 What marks Theodoret out as different from all these predecessors is his love of brevity, or “conciseness” (syntomia), as he puts it. He tells us this himself—unlike those who have gone before him, he says in his preface, he intends to get to the point and to stick to it. Even if he did not always achieve that aim, his purpose was always clear, and it is usually when he refers to it and distinguishes himself from those who have gone before him that his true relationship to them becomes evident. He was going for the meat of Isaiah and cutting out the fat, as it were, and that was enough to give his commentary a different feel from those of his predecessors whose work we can still read today.

Theodoret’s Commentary
Whatever the reasons, the fact is that other (much longer) commentaries have survived, whereas Theodoret’s faded into obscurity and practically disappeared. It was anthologized in the Catenae, which date from the ninth to the eleventh centuries, and various fragments were preserved elsewhere, but that is all that was known of them until the twentieth century.13 What was available was printed by Jacques Sirmond in 1642, with a second edition in 1770, which is the text found in Jacques-Paul Migne, Patrologia Graeca 81, columns 216-493. These extracts have come in very handy in reconstructing the missing parts of the complete manuscript in recent times, but for nearly three hundred years they were all that was known of Theodoret’s Isaiah.
The modern history of the Isaiah commentary begins in 1899, when its existence was cataloged by Athanasios Papadopoulos-Kerameus (1856–1912), who was investigating the holdings of the Greek monastic libraries in Constantinople.14 He discovered a complete copy of Isaiah in the library of the convent (metochion) of the Holy Sepulchre, which was a dependency of the patriarchate of Jerusalem in what was then still the capital of the Ottoman Empire. Little notice was taken of this, however, and when Alfred Rahlfs (1865–1935) came across the catalog in 1914, he doubted whether it could be correct and continued to believe the commentary was lost.15 It was left to another German scholar, August Möhle (1885–1971), to go to Constantinople and examine the manuscript for himself. Möhle was able to photograph it in 1929 and so proved the catalog was accurate. On a second visit two years later, he noticed that the manuscript had deteriorated to a considerable extent and that his photographs were sometimes more legible than it was. He returned to Germany and published a critical edition in 1932, which made the text available to the world of scholarship for the first time.16 In 1939 the manuscript was taken from Turkey to Athens, where it is now housed in the National Library of Greece as Metochion number 17, folios 96-185. It is possible that modern techniques of conservation may enable scholars to recover parts of the text Möhle found illegible, and there is even a small chance that another complete manuscript may someday be found, but for now the photographs preserved in Göttingen remain the principal source for reconstructing what Theodoret wrote.
A generation after the 1932 edition appeared, it was taken up and reworked by Jean-Noël Guinot (1941– ), who published it in three volumes of the series Sources Chrétiennes, along with a French translation.17 Guinot’s edition was an improvement on that of Möhle’s, and it is likely to remain the standard for the foreseeable future. He was able to integrate the Greek manuscript with the various extracts and fragments that were already known from the Catenae and other sources, and these, along with some reconstruction of words—based on conjecture but conforming to the context—allowed him to reconstruct all but a very small portion of the original text. It is clear from the result that what is still missing is of little value and would probably add nothing of significance to the commentary itself. We can therefore rest assured that, although further work remains to be done, it will not alter our understanding either of the text or of Theodoret as a commentator. It is therefore Guinot’s edition that forms the basis for the present translation.
Theodoret knew Isaiah was too long to be expounded without creating internal divisions to make it easier for readers to digest the material. Chapters and verses in the modern sense were not available to him, but he compensated for that by dividing the book into twenty sections or parts, most of which contain three or four of our chapters. In this respect it is similar to Jerome’s much longer commentary, which is divided into eighteen books, but Theodoret would not have gotten the idea from him. It is possible that Theodore of Mopsuestia did something similar, but the loss of his text makes it impossible to be sure. What we can say is that there is a remarkable correspondence between his divisions and ours, which shows that he would have agreed with the medieval editors who invented our chapters as to how the book should be read. This stands in contrast to Cyril of Alexandria, whose commentary on Isaiah is also subdivided into books, volumes, and speeches to facilitate reading, but much less systematically and with only occasional correspondence either to Theodoret or to modern usage.18
Whether Theodoret’s division of Isaiah was original to him or not, it demonstrates a sensitivity to the book’s arrangement that stands out in the ancient world. Theodoret understood that Isaiah had been compiled after the prophet’s death by people who were more concerned with the subject matter than with chronological sequence, and he knew Isaiah 36–39 was of particular importance in providing a historical interlude between two sections of the prophecy. The major difference between him and most modern commentators is that he placed this interlude at the beginning of the second major section of the book instead of at the end of the first, so whereas we are accustomed to think in terms of Isaiah 1–39 and Isaiah 40–66, he preferred Isaiah 1–35 and Isaiah 36–66.19 We can see this layout clearly by looking at how the two sections of the commentary, each consisting of ten more or less equal parts, are divided:20
Table 1

	1
	1:1-31
	11
	36:1–39:8

	2
	2:1–5:30
	12
	40:1–42:17a

	3
	6:1–9:7
	13
	42:17b–44:22

	4
	9:8–12:6
	14
	44:23–47:15

	5
	13:1–16:4
	15
	48:1–49:26

	6
	17:1–22:25
	16
	50:1–52:12

	7
	23:1–27:13
	17
	52:13–55:13

	8
	28:1–30:5
	18
	56:1–59:21

	9
	30:6–33:1
	19
	60:1–63:6

	10
	33:2–35:10
	20
	63:7–66:24




Within each part, Theodoret followed a line-by-line approach, summarizing some of the more obvious details but also breaking down what to us would be a single verse into a number of subordinate clauses. Here the correspondence with modern practice is much less frequent, though it can be argued that his analysis often brings out features of the text more readily than our modern verse divisions do. It was Theodoret’s practice to include the text in his commentary, but occasionally he skips over certain narrative or descriptive passages with a brief summary of their contents.
This English translation follows Theodoret’s division into twenty parts, but for the sake of convenience modern chapters and verses are also included, as are the passages Theodoret merely summarized, since without the text at hand it would be very difficult to understand the summaries. In these cases the texts Theodoret did not copy are indicated in square brackets, so readers are not misled into thinking Theodoret reproduced them in his commentary.

Theodoret’s Hermeneutic
Theodoret prided himself on writing biblical commentaries that were direct and to the point. He tells us at the beginning that he intended to concentrate on what is essential and to avoid digressing into theological reflections that are of little value in understanding what the text in front of him is about. At one level, this indicates he was averse to allegorical interpretations, which he generally ignores or rejects, as befits someone trained in the techniques of men such as Theodore of Mopsuestia. It also means he avoids theological controversies as much as possible. Like all ancient biblical exegetes, Theodoret was guided by two fundamental principles. The first was that the Scriptures are the Word of God and therefore entirely true and indispensable. The second was that the Old Testament points to Christ, sometimes openly (as in the form of messianic prophecies) but more often implicitly. It was over the interpretation of these indirect references to Jesus that the ancient commentators differed from one other, and Theodoret regarded it as his duty to expound them correctly.
Some ancient commentators interpreted the texts allegorically, paying little regard to any historical context there may have been. There were variations here, of course, but in general the tradition of Origen and his followers supported this approach, from which it was very difficult to escape, as Jerome’s massive commentary demonstrates.21 Others, including Theodoret, recognized the historical background to the texts and accepted its validity but at the same time regarded it as pointing to the future coming of the Savior. This approach reached an extreme in Theodore of Mopsuestia, who dismissed messianic prophecies wherever he could, but even Theodore’s sympathizers did not go as far as he did. On the spectrum from Origen to Theodore, Theodoret leans toward the latter but does his best to hold to a middle way (via media), taking what is best from both perspectives without succumbing to the lure of either.
Theodoret’s moderate approach was especially true of his treatment of prophecy. Theodoret accepted that Isaiah had a message for his contemporaries, who saw it working out in their own experience. But he also believed the prophet’s messages contained many elements that were not fulfilled either in his lifetime or shortly afterwards. In fact, many of them were only partially realized at any one time, and complete accomplishment could take several centuries. For example, the promised destruction of Jerusalem occurred under Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BC, but it was not total or definitive. The city was rebuilt, only to be destroyed again under the Romans in AD 70 and AD 132–135. As Theodoret saw it, Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled in the end, but there were stages along the way that only partially met his predictions.
Isaiah’s career extended at least from the year King Uzziah died, which was about 740–739 BC, until the deliverance of Jerusalem from the Assyrians in 701 BC and probably for a little while after that. By the time King Hezekiah passed away (687/686 BC) he was no longer active, and we must assume he died some time before. His prophecies were mostly delivered between 740 BC and 700 BC and were born out of the dramatic events of those years, when Assyria dominated the Near East and destroyed the Northern Kingdom of Israel (722/721 BC). Isaiah foresaw the eclipse of Assyria (612–605 BC) and the rise of Babylon, followed in turn by its demise at the hands of the Medes and Persians (539 BC).
Theodoret never questioned Isaiah’s ability to see what would happen 160 years after his time and to describe it in considerable detail, but modern scholars are generally more skeptical. They tend to assume the reason for this remarkable prescience is that there were later prophets who witnessed those events and whose sayings were somehow incorporated into Isaiah. But here we must be cautious. In the 1840s Alexis de Tocqueville predicted that the United States and Russia would be the great powers of the future, but his vision was not universally shared at the time and was not fully realized until a century later. If de Tocqueville could see what was coming without claiming to have received divine revelation, who are we to say that Isaiah could not have done the same? That Assyria and Babylon would eventually fall was predictable, and even the rise of Persia was not unimaginable, as there were already stirrings to that effect in Isaiah’s lifetime.
Theodoret knew Isaiah was the product of editorial work that took place after the prophet’s death and could accept that the prophecies were clarified by an editor who realized that what Isaiah had foretold had finally come to pass. The editor could have identified Cyrus as the agent of God’s purpose and attached his name to the original prophecies as a way of confirming them. That is basically what Theodoret thought, and perhaps that is what actually happened, making recourse to an otherwise unknown Second or even Third Isaiah unnecessary. We do not know. Theodoret’s reading of history may have been imperfect in some respects, but his willingness to believe in the authenticity of Isaiah’s prophetic vision may not be as wide of the mark as many modern scholars assume.
For Theodoret, the most important of Isaiah’s prophecies concerned the future of Jerusalem and Zion, places he regarded as essentially identical. The prophet’s point of departure was the city’s extraordinary deliverance from the Assyrians in 701 BC. That was a historical fact and was taken by many Jews as a sign of great hope for the future because it convinced them that their holy city would be forever preserved from destruction. But as Theodoret was well aware, that was not the message Isaiah intended to convey. The prophet foretold not only the coming destruction of Jerusalem but also a subsequent rebirth of the city and the nation. The first destruction occurred just over a century later, when the Babylonians captured the city, destroyed the temple, and took the better part of the population captive. After seventy years, though, in what must have seemed to contemporaries like an improbable reversal of fortune, the conquering Persians allowed the Jews to return and granted them a form of autonomy.
Was that what Isaiah foresaw? Theodoret was cautious about that. He pointed out that the kingdom of David and Solomon was not restored and that the Jews did not regain their independence. The Persians gave way to the Macedonians, of whom Theodoret says very little. Eventually the Jews revolted against the Macedonian attempt to Hellenize them and gained a form of independence, which Theodoret does not mention at all. Finally, in 63 BC, Judaea fell into the hands of the Romans.22 They tolerated the status quo for quite a while, but eventually they destroyed the temple (AD 70) and later the entire city (AD 132–135). When they rebuilt it, it was as a Roman town called Aelia, and Jews were forbidden to live there. By Theodoret’s day, the Jewish Jerusalem of biblical times was a distant memory, and Isaiah’s prophecy of its destruction had been completely fulfilled. Of that there could be no doubt, and Theodoret found it almost impossible to understand why the Jews of his day refused to accept the finality of what had happened.
Was Theodoret antisemitic? Some modern writers have thought so, but this is mistaken. Theodoret appreciated the faithfulness of many Jews in biblical times, and he readily acknowledged that it was Jewish believers in Christ who had brought the good news of the gospel to the Gentiles, thereby contributing to the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecies.23 His anti-Jewish statements may seem harsh to us, who have lived through the horrors of the twentieth-century Holocaust, but they are fully in line with the prophet’s own strictures. To put it another way, if Theodoret was an antisemite, then so was Isaiah. The charge is anachronistic and does not correspond to the facts, which have to be read and evaluated in context. Judah was by no means the only nation to have been threatened with destruction, but Theodoret knew it was unique in one vital respect. Whereas the other nations of the Near East would disappear almost completely, Judah would survive even the destruction of the Romans and would become the human progenitor of a spiritual empire rooted in the faith of Christ, something that in Theodoret’s day had at last been realized.24
As Theodoret understood it, the restoration of Judah was accomplished in two ways. There was the conversion of the earthly city of Jerusalem (now Aelia) to Christianity, which he mentions, but more importantly, there was also a new Jerusalem, rooted in heaven but represented on earth by the Christian church, whose members constituted the new Israel. In the fifth century there was little reason to doubt that this had actually occurred. The earthly city had been Christianized and become a pilgrimage center for believers from all over the world, and the existence of a more or less universal Christian church was equally obvious. What Isaiah had promised his own contemporaries had finally come to pass in the century before Theodoret was writing, and to fail to see that was incomprehensible to him. In his own terms, Theodoret had a good case to make, and he did not hesitate to do so.
When dealing with the destiny of Jerusalem/Zion, Theodoret habitually challenged the Jews to prove him wrong. How could they deny that the Jewish city had been destroyed and had not been rebuilt, making the second part of the prophecy false as far as they were concerned? The truth of Isaiah’s message could be demonstrated in the new dispensation of God’s grace revealed by the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the subsequent mission of his apostles and their successors. Occasionally Theodoret hints that the story is not over and that there is more to come, but what still lay in the future was basically an appendix to what had already happened.25 To that extent, Theodoret saw his commentary as definitive. It might someday require updating with a few relatively minor additions, but for the most part God’s revelation had already been worked out in history, and Theodoret was merely pointing out how that had happened.
What was true of the prophecies of the coming destruction of Jerusalem and Zion was even more true of the oracles concerning the fate of Judah’s surrounding nations and enemies. Here there was no doubt in Theodoret’s mind. He and everyone else in his day knew that the great powers that had once ruled the world had disappeared—Assyria, Babylonia, Egypt, and the coastal cities of Philistia and Phoenicia (Lebanon) had either vanished completely or been absorbed and transformed by Rome. The same was true of Ammon, Moab, Edom, Syria, and the ten tribes of Israel that had split off from Judah after the death of Solomon. All of them had at one time been thorns in the side of Judah, but by Theodoret’s time they no longer counted for anything.26
In theological terms, the surrounding nations had been pagan polytheists addicted to idol worship, and even the God-sent destroyers of Judaea fell into that category.27 That was why the Roman conquests, important as they were, were still not the definitive fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophecy. Religious transformation came only with the triumph of Christianity, which was in its final stages in Theodoret’s lifetime. By then, pagan statues had been torn down, temples had been converted into churches, and the remaining pagans were being aggressively evangelized. A permanent social change was underway, and it is fair to say that ancient paganism is as dead now as Isaiah had predicted and as Theodoret saw it happening before his eyes.
This was the big historical picture, stretching over more than a thousand years, from Isaiah’s time to Theodoret’s. Within that broad framework, Theodoret saw more detailed fulfillments of particular prophecies in the life of Jesus. He not only is at great pains to bring out the many New Testament references to Isaiah, most of which are directly connected with the theme of prophecy fulfilled in Christ, but also loses no opportunity to demonstrate how the teaching of Jesus and his apostles, especially Paul, coincides with what Isaiah had foretold many centuries before.28 Sometimes the correspondence between the old and the new dispensations of the covenant is more or less exact and needs no further elucidation, but at other times Theodoret has to point out how the New Testament purifies and supplements the Old. Either way, the two dispensations connect with each other, giving a spiritual unity to the message of both Testaments in a single Christian Bible.
This general correspondence becomes harder to detect when various prophecies are drawn on to illustrate particular events in the life of Jesus, especially those relating to his incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection, and ascension.29 Isaiah predicted these events but in a more opaque way, and Theodoret has to exercise his ingenuity to bring that out. More difficult still are the many poetic passages in the prophecy that refer to apparently irrelevant things such as trees, rocks, and so on. Theodoret does not dismiss these as irrelevant to the main message but indulges his fantasies to link them to particular spiritual features.30 Sometimes, as in the connection he perceives between the streams of living water in the desert and the rite of baptism, his imagery touches on what can be found in the New Testament, but often it does not, and here we come as close as we ever do to what we would now recognize as allegory.31 For example, he often takes Mount Carmel as a symbol of Israel’s spiritual fertility, which he contrasts with the sterility of the surrounding nations, which he often refers to as a “desert.”32
Theodoret himself preferred to talk about figurative or metaphorical interpretations, which he sometimes embraced and sometimes preferred to avoid. Yet it is noticeable that even when he prefers a literal to a metaphorical reading, he often adds the latter as an alternative and assures his readers that, even if they prefer to go down that route, they will not be led astray.33 To be fair to him, the process also works in reverse—on the rare occasions when he prefers a figurative interpretation, he will add that a literal reading is also valid, something very few of his contemporary commentators would ever have said.34 This makes it difficult, of course, to classify Theodoret—was he an allegorist or not? To a modern reader, brought up to reject allegory most of the time, the impression will be given that he was, because he indulges in it (or in something like it) more than we normally would. But to those used to reading Origen, Cyril of Alexandria, and the like, the impression given to them would have been very different. To them, Theodoret eschewed allegory whenever he could and appeared to be much less spiritually edifying as a result. As so often, we find him walking a fine tightrope between one extreme and the other—halfway between Cyril and Theodore of Mopsuestia, reconciling different hermeneutical approaches when that could be done without breaking the unity of the church.
Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Theodoret’s approach is not what he says but what he leaves out. He does not hesitate to ascribe the destruction of the Jews, and incidentally of most of the other Near Eastern nations, to the Romans, and he mentions several emperors by name—Vespasian, Titus, and Hadrian in particular.35 But when it comes to the triumph of the cross in the fourth century, he says not a word about imperial involvement. There is no mention of Constantine, the first Christian emperor, for example, or of the founding of Constantinople. The revived Persian (Sassanian) Empire, Rome’s only serious political rival in Theodoret’s day, is nowhere mentioned, despite the prominence of the ancient Persians in Isaiah. It seems that as far as Theodoret was concerned, the Persians had been used by God to return the Jews to Palestine and then ignored. Nor is a single word said about any church council, even though Theodoret had been to the one at Ephesus in 431 and understood its significance. The work of winning the world for Christ had been done by the bishops and leaders of the church, who were the true rulers of the new spiritual world that had come into being, and not by any secular power, however exalted it might appear to have been.
Of dissent within the church he has remarkably little to say. He roundly condemns Arius and Eunomius, but as they had already been anathematized at the first council of Constantinople in 381 and at every opportunity since then, that had become standard rhetorical polemic as much as anything else. He says nothing about Gnostics or Pelagians and makes only a single reference to Sabellius.36 As for the controversies of his own time in which he was directly involved, he says not a word about any of them. The casual reader would never guess that he was locked in battle with the likes of Cyril of Alexandria, Nestorius, and Theodore of Mopsuestia, none of whom is ever mentioned, positively or negatively, anywhere in the commentary. The notion that the church would soon be divided by the upcoming (but still unforeseen) Council of Chalcedon in 451 was completely alien to his consciousness.
Theological and christological disagreements that were still matters of active dispute when he was writing appear only very subtly and have to be uncovered by those who are sensitive to them. For example, Theodoret was a firm believer in the two natures (divine and human) of the incarnate Christ and mentions them from time to time, but he is always careful to avoid anything that might cause a reaction—there is no Theotokos in his account of the virgin birth of Christ, for example, even though the opportunity to introduce the word is handed to him on a plate, as in Isaiah 7:14. He weaves his way very carefully between the views of Cyril and those of Nestorius so supporters of both could accept his teaching without being painted into a theological corner from which there was no escape. After 451 he would not have been able to afford such a luxury, but Isaiah shows us how the two sides could meet on a mutually acceptable basis before the crisis of Chalcedon would force them to make a choice. Today we can read him through a Chalcedonian filter that is not there without distorting his perspective—a sign of the greatness of his achievement.

Theodoret’s Theology
As someone who was deeply involved in the controversies of his time, Theodoret’s theological outlook is of great interest to us, particularly with respect to his christological views in the years immediately before the Council of Chalcedon. All sides in the debates believed Isaiah was a key text for Christology, so the reader of Theodoret’s commentary must pay special attention to what he has to say, especially since he refrains from any open engagement with real or potential opponents. To put it a different way, is it fair to regard him as a proto-Chalcedonian, or are there signs in Isaiah that he would have had to modify his approach to subscribe to that council’s definition of the one divine person of the Son, incarnated in two distinct natures?
There can be no doubt about Theodoret’s orthodoxy with respect to the doctrine of the Trinity.37 Quite apart from his frequent denunciations of Arius and Eunomius (usually mentioned together), he mentions the Nicene term homoousion (“consubstantial”) four times, though admittedly all four quotations of it are close together.38 But when describing one or more of the persons of the Trinity, he never uses the standard term hypostasis. Instead—and most interestingly—he says prosōpon, a word that was not yet common in Greek theology and would not be declared synonymous with hypostasis until the council of Chalcedon. It is of particular importance to note this because it would appear to distance Theodoret from any possible accusation of Nestorianism. Nestorius is supposed to have used prosōpon to indicate the conjunction of the two natures on Christ, each with its own hypostasis (“identity”) in the incarnate Christ. But Theodoret uses it not merely of the pre-incarnate Son but also of the Father and of the Holy Spirit, which Nestorius (if the traditional understanding of his theology is correct) could never have done.39
Theodoret does not explicitly say the incarnate Christ had two natures in the Chalcedonian sense, but he does state that Christ experienced suffering and points out that this is only possible in his human nature.40 He also refers to the union of the two natures in ways that preserve the integrity of each of them and mentions the sinlessness of his human nature at least twice.41 By implication, therefore, Jesus Christ must have had two natures, since there is never any suggestion that he was not fully divine, which would have laid Theodoret open to the charge of Arianism.42
Theodoret was an orthodox Christian according to the understanding of his time and did his best to steer clear of controversies that might have landed him in trouble or contributed to the division of the church. This reluctance to state his positions clearly has frequently been noted by modern scholars, many of whom are disappointed with him as a result, but in his own context it was a wise approach to take. Theodoret survived the conflicts of his time with his reputation and his writings more or less intact, which was no mean achievement. Even the condemnation of his anti-Cyrillian writings at the Second Council of Constantinople in 553 did not erase him from the church’s memory, although it probably prevented his canonization as a saint. Because of that, we can still read him today and learn that even in a time of heated controversy, a via media was possible, especially if it was based on a theologically neutral exegesis of the Scriptures.

Principles of Translation
Theodoret was unusual in ancient times for his interest in languages. A Syriac speaker brought up in Greek, he was well aware of the divide between the Hellenic and Semitic worlds that runs through the Bible he was using. He did not believe the original Hebrew text had to be preferred above Syriac and Greek translations, but he knew about it and respected it. He had a reverence for the so-called Lucianic or Antiochene version of the Septuagint, despite its imperfections, and he defended it against all comers. In this respect he was not unlike some English speakers who cling to the King James Version of the Scriptures, which they recognize as the classical English Bible despite its archaisms and defects. For this reason I have chosen to translate the Septuagint in language that echoes the KJV, because that is how Theodoret would have felt his Bible.
An English translator is faced with certain challenges that the difference of language imposes. We no longer distinguish singular from plural in the second person, where you does duty for both, and that can sometimes lead to misunderstanding of the original text. We also have a way of creating doublets for Greek words that make difficult choices inevitable. The obvious ones are justice and righteousness, which both translate the Greek δικαιοσύνη but are not entirely synonymous, and pious and godly, which likewise both render Greek εὐσεβής. The second of these is somewhat easier to resolve because pious in modern English often carries an undertone of hypocrisy, and for that reason it is best avoided, as it generally is in this translation. But justice and righteousness resist such a simple solution, and a translator is forced to decide which of them fits the context better—not always an easy or obvious task. Another word that requires a similar choice of alternatives is the Greek ἔθνη (“nations”). When it is used to refer to all people of the world, including the Jews, “nations” is the obvious translation. But often it means non-Jewish people, and English custom is to prefer the term Gentiles. However, there are some ambiguous cases, and then I have preferred to say nations and let readers decide for themselves whether Jews are included.
The English language is fortunate in that centuries of biblical literacy have created a religious register that makes biblical translation easier that it might otherwise be, and this has been recognized in the present work. We can also create compound words similar to those found in Greek, which helps preserve the concise nature of the original commentary. Sometimes, however, it is better to modify the Greek when translating it into English. For example, Theodoret often talks about “the error of idols” when what he means is “the error of idolatry,” and in cases such as these I have opted for the idiomatic English equivalent as opposed to a strictly literal translation. Similarly, Greek often uses particles or particular adjectives and adverbs to convey meanings that in English are usually expressed by a subordinate clause, and although this can make the translation wordier than it might otherwise be, the same principle of using what sounds natural has been adopted. On the other hand, more elaborate idioms and comparisons have been left in their original form, with an explanation given in footnotes where that may be required for easy understanding.
Theodoret appeals to modern sensibilities because of his desire to be as concise as possible and to avoid unnecessary digressions or fanciful interpretations that might distract his readers. Even if he was not as successful in that attempt as we might like, his writings are nevertheless often more accessible to us than many other texts from the early church period. Of his faith and devotion to Jesus Christ there can be no doubt, and it is that faith that connects him to us today. If we can appreciate him for who he was and for what he achieved, we can give thanks to God for his faithfulness, and the work of translating what he wrote for a very different time and place will find its ultimate justification.




Commentary of Theodoret of Cyrrhus on the Prophet Isaiah
Preface
If I considered only my own inadequacy, I would go in search of nourishment elsewhere. But since I know that there are many inadequate people who share what little they have and that the just Judge praises their intention and rewards them accordingly, I too am trying to overcome the limits of my inadequacy and share what little I have with my fellow believers. I know the Master demanded results not only from those servants who had five or two talents but that he also called out the man who had received only one talent, and finding him unproductive, he imposed the harshest penalty on him.1 This frightens me more than anything; this fear drives away the fear of my inadequacy and forces me to dare to undertake a task more suited to those who are better endowed.
Yet I am encouraged by the power and grace of my God, for whom all things are possible and perfectly easy, even to the point of effortlessly endowing an ass with a human voice and of making a dry rock pour forth the sweetest and most abundant springs of water.2 Moreover, he is so generous with his good gifts that not only does he bestow the grace of prophecy on the saints but also gives a tongue trained in the art of lying the ability to prophesy and predict distant future events accurately.3 It is because I know this ocean of goodness that I am opening my mouth and awaiting its outpourings. I shall be like that widow who received the prophet’s blessing on her oil, when from her small jar she filled all the containers she could find and paid her debt.4 I too shall pour the prophetic blessing into the container of my soul, and I believe my commentary will come pouring out, so the most divine Isaiah will be able to accomplish as much as the divine Elisha.
For the present, I shall try to interpret the prophecy of Isaiah, since by the grace of God I have already expounded the mind of the other prophets, apart from the marvelous Jeremiah, as far as I could, mindful above all of the need to be concise and clear. Now once again the loving [God] will shine his light-giving ray on us, which reveals what is hidden. Once we have found the treasure of the all-holy Spirit, we shall offer it to those who love to learn. But before that we shall outline the contents of the prophecy, so the general overview will put the details of the commentary in context.

Outline of the Prophecy of Isaiah
All the inspired prophets not only revealed what would happen to Israel, but they also prophesied the salvation of the nations and predicted the appearing of the Lord. But foremost among them, it was to the most divine Isaiah that this foretelling was entrusted. He predicts everything clearly—the blessing that originated with Abraham and David; the birth of the Savior from the womb of the Virgin; the great variety of [his] miracles; the sources of healing; the jealousy and anger of the Jews; his suffering, death, resurrection from the dead, and his ascension into heaven; the choosing of the apostles; and the salvation of all the nations. In addition, he foretells the second coming of God our Savior; he predicts the dispersion of the Jews, the total destruction of the temple, and the military campaigns of the Assyrians and the Romans against them. He even predicts their return from Babylon and the obliteration of the Babylonians. He prophesies things concerning Egypt, Tyre, and Damascus, as well as the Moabites, the Ammonites, the Edomites, and many other things besides. But above all, he weeps at the total destruction of the Jews, which they suffered because of their foolish rebellion against the Lord.
Taking the prophetic deposit as a whole, some things are clear and easy to understand, whereas others are expressed figuratively and must be interpreted. I shall therefore try to expound the former concisely and the latter in greater detail, though I shall always endeavor to be as brief as possible in doing so.



Part One (1:1-31)
1:1 The vision which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw, which he saw against Judah and against Jerusalem, in the days of Uzziah, and Jotham, and Ahaz, and Hezekiah, who reigned over Judah.

He calls the foreknowledge of future events a vision. For just as the eyes of the body, if they are healthy, see what lies in front of them, so the perception of the mind, enlightened by the divine Spirit, sees as present things that are not present. Thus he says that he has seen ominous things against Judah and Jerusalem. He calls Jerusalem the capital, and “Judah” the cities and villages subject to it. He also reveals the time of the prophecy by mentioning the kings. He began in the reign of Uzziah and continued into that of Hezekiah.1
1:2 Hear, O heaven, and hearken, O earth, for the Lord has spoken,

The great Moses also invoked the same witnesses when he was ordered to do so. For having heard, “Go down and call the heaven and the earth to witness to me,”2 this is how he began his declaration: “Listen, O heaven, and I shall speak; and let the earth hear the words of my mouth.”3 Before going on further, he added, “Because I have called on the name of the Lord.”4 He bore witness before the people and threatened them with all kinds of punishments if they transgressed the law given to them. The prophet Jeremiah, or rather God through him, also condemned the unfaithfulness of the people and added, “Heaven was astonished at this spectacle, and earth trembled even more, says the Lord.”5 After these things had been accomplished the God of all recalled in these words, spoken by the tongue of the prophet: Hear, O heaven, and hearken, O earth, for the Lord has spoken. He said that it was not a man who spoke but God who spoke through a man. He called heaven and earth to bear witness, not as animate beings but because they encompass the entire visible creation and have existed from time immemorial. We find that Jacob and Laban erected a pile of stones and called it a witness. But they gathered the stones as a monument, although they were not animate beings. Instead, they entrusted the true witness to the guardian of all.6 Thus he too called these great elements as a witness. And he confirmed the words by deeds, for when the Jews nailed the Savior to the cross the earth shook in witness, and heaven, unable to give people the same feeling because of its elevated position, displayed the sun that traverses it shorn of its rays, and produced darkness as a witness to their unfaithfulness.7
“I have begotten and reared up children, but they have rebelled against me.”
“Not only did I bring them into being, but I endowed them with all kinds of blessings and glorified them with all kinds of favors, but they became ungrateful to their benefactor.” It follows that in condemning their
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