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THE SIS A B S T R ACT 

THE DOCTRINE OF HEAVEN IN THE WRITINGS 

OF 

ST. JOHN OF DAMASCUS AND EARLIER GREEK TRADITION 

by C.J. PARRISH 

This thesis investigates the subject of Heaven or Paradise 

in the De Fide Orthodoxa of St. John of Damascus (c.675 - c.749) , 

a Greek Father and theologian who gave the Church a definitive 

heritage of the Greek Fathers' teaching. After a preliminary 

consideration of the meanings of "Heaven" and Paradise as a 

state or a place, a substantial part of this thesis is then 

given to a detailed treatment of the Greek Fathers' teaching 

on the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the tree 

of life in Paradise. The questions of the indispensability 

of the tree of life to the final bliss of the saints, and the 

doubtful place of the tree of knoWledge also receive attention. 

The meaning of the trees for St. John of Damascus is expounded 
. .., 

in order to shm, his use of the ideas of Greek Fathers prior 

to him, for example, Gregory Naziazenus and Maximus the Con-

fessor. 

After this, the questions of entry into Paradise and the Greek 

teaching of the intermediate state of the departed are raised. 
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The descent of Christ to Hades precedes discussion of whether 

St. John of Damascus taught a doctrine of Purgatory or not. 

The practice of prayer for the departed is examined with respect 

to its effect on the intermediate state of the faithful departed . 

Lastly, this thesis explores the necessity of the resurrection 

for the final bliss of the faithful, and establishes the rele-

vance of this teaching for modern t hought on the preservation 

of integral personality. In conclusion, the writer suggests 

that St. John of Damascus bequeathed to the Church rich insights 

into the Greek Fathers' doctrine of Heaven. 
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THESIS: THE DOCTRINE OF HEAVEN 

IN ST. JOHN OF DAMASCUS' WRITINGS 

AND EARLIER GREEK TRADITION. 

1. INTRODUCTION. 

St. John of Damascus (c . 645 - c . 750)1 was a Greek monk , famous 

as the last of the Greek Fathers, who wrote extensively in support 

of i cons in the Iconoclastic controversy of the eighth century . 

He also gave to the wor ld his De Fide Orthodoxa, a comprehensive 

exposit i on of the Orthodox Faith as taught by the Greek Fathers 

before him. 

This thesis examines St. John of Damascus ' teaching on Heaven 

in order to arrive at some conclusions on the elements whi ch 

constitute the happiness of the sai nts i n their final state . 

In order to understand the whole approach of St. John of Damascus, 

let us consider some words from his Oratio 11, De Imaginibus: 2 

1. ) · 1047 , Vol . 7, New Catholic Encyclopaedia Washington , D.C. 

The Catholic University of America , 1967. Reprinted , 1981. 

2. PG XCIV. Col. 1296, A10. 
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(Translation3: 'But now since the time that the Divinity was 

united with our nature, as a kind of l ife-giving and salvific 

medicine , our nature has been glotified and transformed into 

incorruptibility. Therefore also the death of the saints i s 

celebrated, temples are raised to them and icons are painted. ') 

The Incarnation in i ts life-giving wonder is the centre of St . 

John of Damascus ' teaching on icons: the icon represents the 

Incarnation and celebrates the glorification of Christ arid the 

saints. Because of , and from the time of the Incarnation, human 

nature has been 'transformed i nto immortality.' Now the fully 

human can be a means to reveal God. Therefore icons are viable 

representations of Christ- with-us in His saints . 

Does this mean that God is fully knm-m through Christ? No, for 

right at the beginning 4 of De Fide Orthodoxa" St. John quotes 

John 1: 18 and Matthe., 11: 17 to show that God has never been known 

in "His first and blessed nature " except by our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The distinction bet.,een God "in His pristine being" and God in 

the energies of His being in which He chooses to reveal Himself , 

3. Writer's mm translation. 

4. Migne (ed.): PG XCIV , Col . 789 A. 

., 
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is a distinction that came to St. John of Damascus through 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, a Christian thinker using neo­

Platonic language and thought forms, who in his Divine Names 

spoke of God as "the Being beyond all being, life beyond all 

life".5 Pseudo-Dionysius' stress on the via negativa became an 

important element in Byzantine theology. The contradiction be­

t'veen God's unknowability in essence and His knowability led 

to the doctrine of God's revelation of Himself through His ener~ 

gies or emanating energies. 

St. John of Damascus believed that man comes to know God pro­

gressively as God reveals to him as much as he can bear. Man's 

knOlvledge of God increases throughout life, if he trains himself 

in prayer, until finally, after death and on the Last Day the 

saints fully share in God's life, knowing Him fully . 

. St. John's idea of Heaven is found to some extent in his p~ture 

of Paradise, an earthly and heavenly kingdom combined, which 

was "a very storehouse of joy and gladness of heart,,6. He pictures 

Paradise in very sensuous terms: evergreen plants, sweet fragrances, 

plenty of light, freshness and b~auty (11.11), in short a home 

suitable for a creature having the faculty of reason. One must 

ask ",hether such a picture is not too physical, or materialistic 

in its delights. In anS1ver, it needs to be said 

5. Par. III, Ch. II. De Divinis Nominibus , P.G. III Col. 640. 

Writer's translation. 

6. Migne (ed.): P.G. XCIV. Col. 912 A7 
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that Paradise as St. John describes it, is the Garden of Eden, 

the place where Adam and Eve were, before they sinned. Secondly, 

St. John's idea of heaven never excludes the human and the physical . 

Physical pleasures of sensation find their deification by being 

in contact >fith spiritual joys and al,;ays subjected to them. 

Redemption is redemption of the human, because God became a true 

Man in Jesus Christ so that Christ hungered, thirsted, wept and 

grew tired. 

A very fascinating interpretation of the Tree of knO>fledge is 

given by St. John: this tree gave the po"er to Adam and Eve to 

know their mm nature. Such kno"ledge would be good for matur e 

people , but harmful to those w'hose appetites were too strong. 

For them to receive such knmfledge would be like babes receiving 

solid food for which' they weren ' t ready , by any means. This 

kind of knowledge is the kind God didn 't ,;ant us to have , for 

he didn't intend us to be burdened with care and troubled about 

many things. God intended us to be devoid of passi on , as He 

is. This vie" of the knmfledge of that tree is a much more mysti-

cal view of God and the "ay to him, than for example, St. August-

ine's view,>lhich holds this kind of knowledge as the false kno,,-

l edge of pride . In St . John ' s v i e", this knmfledge of the t ree 
' . . 

is a misdirected knowledge r ather than an evil kno"ledge in 

itself. Very significantly , St. John continues thi s discussion 

by affirming God ' s desire for man "to be free from care 

(o/;-.e;0yOtl.s) having one >fork , that of the angels, to hymn 

unceasingly and uni nterruptedly the Creator and to be nourished 
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by beholding him,and to cast their cares on him." 

Further, Paradise is not either a physical realm or a realm of 

the spirit, because man is a blend of both spirit and body. 

Therefore Paradise is such a blend, too. The idea of this blend 

is that by enjoying all creation, many may enjoy one fruit: that 

of knm{ing God. ( II . xi. ) 

Before passing from this Introduction to a discussion of Paradise, 

let us consider St~ John's views of the cosmos and the heavens, 

as a preparation for our treatment of the localization of Paradise. 

2. "HEAVEN" AND "HEAVENS" IN ST. JOHN OF DAMASCUS' DE FIDE 

ORTIIODOXA. 

Tn twentieth century theological discourse we have difficulty 

describing Heaven in spatial terms as the abode of God, his 

angels and the saints, because the skies above us have lost their 

inaccessibility and transcendence through the e£fect of space 

travel. It is easy to think of the limitless universe as contain­

ing planets, solar systems and galaxies, but hard to locate Heaven 

in this kind of universe. 

Now, for St. John of Damascus, Heaven can be defined in various 

ways, but always so that we can conceive of Heaven as a spatially 

defined entity. At the beginning of Ch. 6, Bk. II of De Fide 

Orthodoxa St. John Damascene writes these words: 

.- . 
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c\ 
afl 

Translation7 : "Heaven is the circumference of things created, 

both visible and invisible. For within its boundaries are in-

cluded and marked off both' the mental faculties of the angel s 

and all the ,varld of sense." 

St. John of Damascus , in the tradition of Gr eek theologians like 

Basil , Theodoret and ChrysostOM, cannot conceive of heaven unless 

located above the earth, in one or more of the Ptolemaic spheres 
/ 

of heaven. Though St . John speaks of heaven as the ".ue,fJ-t.QJ:7-' 
(circumference or compass) of created things, both visible and 

invisible~ he immediately perceives the problem of locating God , 

the indescribable, within the enclosure of heaven. Even 

EcclesiastesS speaks of God being "in heaven". Since Copernicus 

and Galileo , the geocentric view of the universe has lost ground , 

although in art and poetry9 it has continued as a myth. Modern 

theology, taking full cognizance of scientifically verified facts 

solves the problem by accepting a spiritual, delocalized heaven . 

7 . Salmond S.D.F. (transl.): John of Damascus. Exposition 

of the Orthodox Fai th . O)cford: Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers 

Vol. IX, P 21. 

S. Ch. 5, v . 2. 

9. John Milton ' s : "Paradise Lost" , for example' 
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Today, in fact, St. John's definition of heaven, as quoted above, 

would do well as a definition of the universe. Naturally, the 

problem of locating God within this universe still arises, but 

only if heaven is equated with the universe or any part of it. 

Instead of changing his view of heaven to solve the problem, 

St. John of Damascus recalls our attention to the view of God 

that one finds earlier in his OlYn writings, but derived10 also 

from Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite: · 

(Transl.: "But the Deity alone is uncircurnscribed, filling all 

things, and surrounding all thi ngs, and bounding all things, 

for He is above all things, and has created all things.,,12 

With this may be compared St. John Damascene's Ch.8 , Book I, 

De Fide Orth.(pars): 

} 

/ ,I > 

10 . Cf. Rolt, C.E. (transl . ): The Divine Names,London: SPCK, 

1940; 10th Impression, 1983 , p 52. 

11. .De Fide Orthodoxa I II. 6.: PG XCIV. Col 880. B 2 - 5. 

12. Salmond, S.D.F. op. cit. , P 21 
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(PG XCIV. Col. 808. El3 - C2) 

(Transl. 13 : 'We believe, then, in One God, one beginning, having 

no beginning, uncreate, unbegotten , imperishable and immortal 

everlasting, infinite, uncircumscribed, boundless •. ........ ) 

Greek theology developed this apophatic I-laY of speaking of God 
. 14 

under the influence of Neoplati$m and the necessity to counter 

Gnosticism and Arianism by formulae that stressed the inaccessi-

bility of-God to human knowledge, and the uncreated nature of 

God . 

Particularly in Pseudo-Dionysius, the apophatic way, or via nega-

tiva was instituted as a characteristic of the mystical approach 

to God, an approach taught by the Orthodox tradition. St. John 

of Damascus confirms Pseudo-Dionysius ' teaching through such 

passages as we have quoted. In doing so , he bequeaths to later 

generations the kind of God beloved to Greek philosophy - Causing, 

but Uncaused , KnmTing , but Unknowable. In making this sharp 

distinction between the "circumference" that Heaven is, and the 

limitlessness that God is , St. John runs the risk of separating 

Heaven from God too much, a danger accompanying the classification 

of Heaven's heavens and possibly leading to an uncertainty about 

13 . Salmond -S.D.F. op. cit., p 6 

14. Tinsley E.J. "Via Negativa" in ne\{ Dict. of Christian Theology 

p 596. 
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about the final destination of the faithful. 

The enumeration of different senses of the word "heaven", or 

of different views of what Heaven is, follows the 'statement that 

God alone is unlimited and fills all things. Here, St. John 

of Damascus first lists the Scriptural senses of heaven: 

1-
, '-

o utl ta::J.1Q£ 
I , , 

" > ~ 

(Ps 24 LXX) 2. 0upexvoS -rQU Q'101 )1QII 113 v 

3. 
, , 

O'fa'WV (Ps 148 4, LXX) D]0QiYOL. v .. 

To these he adds St. Paul's mention of the third heaven (2 Cor. 

12 v 2) into "hich a man was caught up. 

To modem scholarship, a distinction bet\Veen three different 

uses of "Heaven" must be treated carefully. For example, the 
., ,~ ,... 

third use arJl.o.<.: . . o.~P(l?~lJ. • . . • . • . is probably an imi tat-

ion of the plural '.'shamayim" "hich came 
, , 

Septuagint in which .QIIf.O('jJP.~ ••••• 

into Greek through 

occurs 51 times15 . 

the 

Though 

the idea of a plurality of heavens came in from the Near East, 

the use of the plural in Ps 148 v 4 need not refer to anything 

more than the fullness and completeness of the universe. Never­

theless in the Midrash16 on Pss. 114 Enoch 71 vv 5-10, we encoun­

ter the phrase "heaven of heavens,,17, \Vhich might be the third 

15 . Kittel, Friedrich (ed.), Bromiley G.W. (transl.) Theological 

Dictionary of the New Testament. Grand Rapids, Michigan: 

Eerdmans, 1967; Vol. V, p 510 

16. Kittel, Friedrich. op. cit., Vol V, P 511 . 

17. p 512. op . cit. 
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heaven or Paradise. Whatever ideas St. John of Damascus may 

have had about distinctions, or reasons for distinctions be-
> , 

t1veen the use of .0 r.y. OS· .... 
> \ 

and that of t:lIIft=!y/~S ... 
~, " 

T()II. .QUfPl:>!CJ.tI. • . . • and that of 
':II "\, ;I . , ...., 

arJ<:nJ.Qt • .. a'1",-llt;.? >? •••••• 

he puts uses 2) and 3) together as meaning the same for the 

Hebrew, so that when the Hebrew' wishes to say, "heaven of heaven" 

he actually 
. 18 

says, "heavens of heavens 11 • 

St. John of Damascus, though, clearly teaches 3 main senses of 

"heaven": 

a) the "heaven of heaven" or "starless sphere" of "foreign 

philosophers" ; 

b) "the firmament in the midst of the waters" (Genesis 1 vv 

7-8) and 

c) the air, as one of the elements. 19The three-fold division 

naturally derives from St. Paul's reference to the third 

heaven , a reference taken up by St. Basil : 

"As for myself, far from not believing in a second (heaven), 

I seek for the third whereon the blessed Paul was found worthy 

to gaze. And does not the Psalmist in saying 'heaven of heavens ' 

give us an idea of their plurality?,,20 

18. De Fide Orth . II 6 

19. as i n the phrase "birds of the air", meaning "birds flying 

in the element of air" 

20 Basil: Homily III: "The Firmament" in The Hexaemeron St . Basil. 

Jackson B. (transl.): A Select Library of Nicene and Post­

Nicene Fathers o{ 'the Christian church Oxford: Parker: 1894.; 

Vol VIII P 66. 
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Clearly, St. Basil regarded St. Paul's reference to the third 

heaven as denoting the highest possible heaven, although St. 

Paul himself seems to imply that Paradise is yet higher than 

the third heaven (2 Cor. 12 vv 3-4). The commentator Michael 

Lequien adds this commentary on St. John's teaching of three 

heavens: 

Tres tantum coelos esse, aerem scilicet, firmamentum, & sphaeram 

in qua nulla sunt astra, hic inculcat Damascenus. Nam cavebant 

Patres ne coelorum" numerum augendo , quoque modo Gnosticis faverent, 

quorum alii septem coelos a totidem virtutibus conditos, alii 

plures, alii 365 numerabant. Quamobrem Chrysostomus hom. 4 in 

Genesim, unum tantum coelum ponit; duos Theodoretus , quorum 

alterum ab terra productum fuerit, alterum post divisionem aq 

aquarum ab aquis, quod firmamentum appellatur. Basilius vero 

tres esse probat hom. 3 in Hexae. ob raptum Pauli in tertium 

coelum. 21 

His opinion is thus that the Fathers were wary of increasing 

the number of heavens because of the danger of favouring Gnos-

tic beliefs in seven or more heavens. In fact, Valentinian 

Gnostics believed in seven heavens and Basilides was the Gnostic 

who held t hat there are three hundred and sixty-five heavens. 22 

To speak of the Greeks ' wariness of Gnostic numbers of heavens 

may be a generalization. Early Alexandrian Greek theologians , 

21. Lequien Michael (ed. & transl.): Opera Omnia S . Joanni D 

Damasceni. Vol. 1, p 16,0 • 
. " " 

22. Ulrich Simon: Heaven i nthe Christian Tradition. London., 

Rockliff, 1958, P 12 . 
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like Clement of Alexandria23 believed there were seven heavens, 

and Origen rejected the~ number seven as the number of the heavens 

24 because Scripture does not teach the existence of seven heavens , 

but agreed that more than one heaven does exist. 

We also need to ask why the Greek theologians did not opt for 

only one heaven. Probably the use of plurals like "heavens" 

and St. Paul 's reference to the third heaven were instrumental 

in their belief in more than one heaven; secondly Ptolemaic cos-

mology influenced their theology and thirdly, Platonic philosophy 

insisted there could be no more than one perfect heaven which 

contained the idea of every created thing!25 

(Plato: Timaeus, 31 AS) 

23. Strom. IV 5; VII. 

24. Contra Cels. VI.21 

25. Basil, op. cit. 
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26 Transl. : 'Are we right, then, in describing the Heaven as 

one, or would it be more correct to speak of heavens as many 

or infinite in number? One it must be termed, if it is to be 

framed after its Pattern. For that which embraces all intelli-

gible living creatures could never' be second, with another beside 

it; for if so, there must needs exist yet another living creature, 

which should embrace them both, and of which they two would 

each be a part; in l"hich case this Universe could no lonserbe 

rightly described as modelled on these two, but rather on t~at 

third Creature which contains them both.' 

27 In Basil's argument ,however, the disagreement amongst Greek 

philosophers as to how many heavens there are (not all agreed 

with Plato) means that Greek philosophy cannot pronounce author-

itatively on the matter. 

Nor does st. John of Damascus authoritatively condemn nany view' 

of the number of heavens. He allows for various possibilities, 

there being no clear Scriptural teaching on the cosmology of 

heaven. Firstly, he accepts the creation of a heaven that is 

"a starless sphere". Secondly he concedes the firmament to be 

heaven. (Genesis 1 v 8). About the nature of this firmament 

of heaven, whether it be smoke28 or water, or the 4 elements 

26. Bury R.G. (transl.) Plato: Timaeus, Critias, etc. Loeb 

Class. Library, Vol. IX, p 57. 

27 .. JacksonB. (transl.) op. cit., p66. 

28. Jackson B. op. cit, p', 56; cf. Isaiah 51 v 6 . .. ' 
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in composition, or a fifth body,29 he allOi,S diversity of opinion 

St. John, in his cosmology, closely follows St. Basil of Caesarea 

in The Hexaemeron, Horn. III, but without Basil's hearty contempt 

for the opinions of philosophers. 

In describing the idea of heaven as a sphere encircling the uni­

verse, St. John is describing the ptolimaic system as given us 

by Aristotle in De Caelo. The relative height of anything in 

the universe is determined by what element its principal consti­

tuent is, so that after the heaven comes fire, called ether, 

then lOi,er air, then water and the earth in the centre of the 

sphere of heaven. The heaven rotates in a circle carrying the 

stars, "hile the 7 planets of Sol. Luna, Jupiter, Mercury, Mars, 

Venus and Saturn move in a contrary direction. 

St. John also concedes the i dea of heaven as a hemisphere,30 

an idea found in Chrysostom and suggested by Ps. 104 v 2 Isaiah 

40 v 22 "here the heavens are compared to a tent and a vault 

respectively. St . John of Damascus does not pronounce dogmat­

ically on "hether the heaven is spherical or a hemisphere, for 

his purpose is not cosmological geometry but theology and philO­

sophy. The presence of so much speculation on the shape and 

number of the heavens probably also induced him to refrain from 

29. Lequien: 'Hi sunt Peripatetici , qui coelestes orbes a corrupt­

ione irnrnunes censuerunt, nihilque adeo commune habere cum 

quatuor elementiis' op . cit., p 160. 

30. De Fide Orth., II. 6.; Salmond, S.D.F. op. cit. p 22. 
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adding more to the bewildering confusion. Instead, he concludes: 

'Still, whether it is this way or that , all thi ngs have been 

made and established by the divine command , and have the divine 

will and counsel for a foundation that cannot be moved . "For 

He Himself spoke and they were made: He Himself commanded and 

they were created .. . .. '" (Ps . 148 vv 5- 6) 

The third use of "heaven" in st. John, as "e have seen is that 

of "air", although the ·air is below the heaven that bounds the 

universe . If we are to speak of 7 heavens, then the only sense 

in which this can be true, is that the 7 heavens are the seven 

zones containing the seven planets,31 and these seven-zones are 

zones of the firmament. The real essence of heaven,. though,St. 

John regards as "quite beyond our knOWledge,,32 

Lastly, in his chapter on heaven, St . John refutes an idea al-

ready opposed by St . Basil in Homily 3 of his In Hexa@meron 

where he says: 

' Although, hO\,ever, waters above the heaven are invited to give 

glory to the Lord of the Universe , do not let us think of them 

as intelligent beings; the heavens are not alive because they 

"declare the glory of God," nor the firmament a sensible being 

because it "sheweth His handwork." (Ps 19 vI). And if they 

tell you that the heavens mean contemplative pO\,ers, and the 

31. De Fide Orth. II. 6, Salmond, op. cit., p 22 

32 . ibidem. 
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firmament active pmvers which produce good, we 

as ingenious without being able to acknowledge 

admire the theory 
,33 

the truth of it. 

St. John of Damascus, thinking more systematically than St. Basil, 

classifies the utterance "Let the heavens rejoice and the earth 

be glad" (Ps 96 v 11) as an example of personification. 

The praise of the heavens is the response in us, evoked by their 

beauty. Ih this way, St. John links the vie" of heaven as the 

praise of God to the view of heavens as a part of the universe, 

or bounding it. Further, there is a very important reason why 

t he heavens must be seen to be inanimate: Platonic philosophy 

had given an ingenious but incredible picture of the music of 

the spheres made by the siren of each sphere34 Not only was 

this the cause of a jesting attitude to the transcendence of 

the heavens, an attitude which St. Basil could foresee might 

arise,35 but it could also perpetuate the idea of a gnostic sal-

vation by stages, each heaven being controlled by a god. The 

idea of animism is well and truly put to death by St . John, in 

his insistence on the truth that: 36 

\ c) "C' - c"-B 
ko((" 0,- OtjPCO)Q( OUIIIOIf)2Tc1.L alJr".0C>I @eoil 

33. Jackson B. (transl.): op. cit., p 71 

34 . Plato, Republic x. 14; Loeb Classical Library, Vol. VI. 

pp 502-3. 

,35. Jackson B. op. cit., P 67. 

36. Lequien (ed . ) Opera Omnia Joannis S • 
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Trans1.
37 

'again, "the heavens declare the glory of God", does 

not mean that they send forth a voice that can be heard by bodily 

ears, but that from their own greatness they bring before our 

minds the power of the Creator: and when we contemplate their 

beauty we praise the Maker as the Master-Craftsman.'" 

Only in the last section of the chapter on heaven, do we receive 

some inkling of hm-I St. John of Damascus links Heaven as a spatial 

entity to Heaven as a spiritual state of worshipping God. For 

the rest, there is a satisfaction of the reader's curiosity 

about different views of the Heavens, as lvriters prior to St. 

John had viewed them. We find a reduction in the number of 

heavens from the time of Hebre", Christianity in the first cen-

tury. St. Paul's reference in 2 Cor. 12 v 2 is taken to show 

the existence of no more than 3 heavens. Yet this is by no means 

clear from the text of 2 Corinthians 12 vv 1-5. Unlike St. 

Basil of Caesarea, who displays an impatient intolerance of 

philosophical views of heaven, St. John briefly describes differ-

ent viel·'s, but refrains from making cosmological judgements. 

We can ascribe this to the increasing tendency in Orthodoxy 

to avoid fanciful speculation, such as was engaged in by Origen-

37. Salmond S.D.F. (transl.): op. cit., p 22. 
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ists and to cleave more tenaciously to· the apophatic way, the 

via negativa, and to depend more fully on the mystical knowing 

of God. 

For St . John of Damascus there was still an interrelation between 

the skies and Heaven, between the bliss of the faithful and the 

structure of the universe. Fo·r the modem theologian, this link 

has to be forged, for the vast expanse of the universe as known-

t oday seems to speak more of emptiness than of God. 

3. THE DOCTRINE OF PAADISE IN ST. JOHN OF DAMASCUS ' WRITINGS. 

3.1. THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN "HEAVEN" AND "PARADISE". 

Having considered the views of heaven, which we find in St. John 

of Damascus ' De Fide Orthodoxa, we nm, treat of his view of Para-

dise. We noted that Heaven is a spatially defined entity in 

at least two senses: as the "heaven of heaven,,38, the sphere 

without stars, and as the "firmament in t he midst of the ,vaters" 

(Genesis 1 v 8) - the third sense, that of air, not being so 

capable of spatial definition, but defined as one of the four 

elements constituting matter . 

Paradise is described more carefully than heaven in St. John 

of Damascus' writings. It has a narrower, more exact meaning 

than "heaven". We have seen how "heaven" can describe skies, 

38 . De Fide Orthodoxa., Bk. II, Ch. 6. 



- 19 -

air, the spheres of heaven or be the "circumference of things 

created, both visible and invisible" (S.D.F. Salmond's transl. 

of De Fide Orth. Oxford Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers : Vol . IX, 

p 21.) Paradise can be l ocated as one of the heavens, the third 

one, according to St. John of Damascus. But St. John begins 

by identifying Paradise with the Garden of Eden: 

7 
(ft-Cine 72 C -:":X:-=C-/ V"" Cnl 9'1.2 A 5 -A Z) 

(Transl. (writer ' s mill): 'And this is the divine paradise, 

planted in Eden by the hands of God , a treasury of all joy and 

delight: ) 

3.2. 1 . THE LOCALIZATION OF PARADISE: BASIL &~ ORIGEN. 

It is clear from this, that, i n passing from a consideration 

of heaven to one of paradise in S. John, we are passing from 

a concept of a localized entity in cosmology (heaven could be 

located in the universe) to a more specific concept with a history 

of spiritual and idealistic interpretation. Indeed, Lequien, 

t he commentator on the Migne text, adds that authors such as 

Justin Martyr, Philo, Papias the Great , Irenaeus and the Cappa­

docians , all speak of a 7i Jle't"c((U<O:.J. ./.t.){~. KrFfi~,"D:T;1'Y. ..... 

(Note 71, Col. 91 PG XCIV.) 
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Indeed, St. Basil the Great (330 - 379) in his Oratio. III: 

d ' , ,39 
"De Para ISO" 'iVTltes thIS: 

(Transl.: 'Neither therefore do we reject the literal things 

and see]<: out the spiritual things . For as even the sensible 

was in the law but also acted as a figure of the intellectual, 

so also we perceive Paradise indeed in a bodily sense, but we 

also speak allegorically (of Paradise) in a spiritual sense.' 

C Writer's mill transl.) 

St. Basil could and did understand that there was a literal, 

bodily Paradise on earth, but he also understood Paradise as 

a spiritual state of blessing and delight. St. John of Damas-

cus, in using the word Eden and describing Paradise as 

,.., T'f'" $'( 0 12 ' 

39. PG XXX. Col. 68. C9 - C14. 
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(Migne, PG . XCIV Col. 912 AS) ,drel{ on this picture that Basil 

had, a picture which he received from Scripture itself; but 

probably of all the Greek fathers, Basil was the one who elabor-

ated most on what the literal Paradise must have been like, and 

at the same time spoJ<e most specifically of the kind of spirit-

ual delight that Paradise afforded. The Hebrew 'eden' means'''de­

light",40 a fact referred to by St . Basil when he writes 

;) £ri, ~ '";"' c ,(.\ , /' r::- ., i urc t.Jq-£"l2 au)) 0 @€os= ZT'J"""oeu,-m? e)1 

(Transl.: 'God ., then, planted Paradise in Eden in the East. 

The names of the things planted are kept silent, but the place, 

in which He planted, has been made clear: that is, in delight 

For "Eden" is translated as "delight'" )41 

This spiritual interpretation of Paradise as a spiritual des-

tination is a tradition going right back to Scripture itself 

(cf. the words of our Lord to the penitent thief: "Today you 

. . . . 42) . 
Inll be wlth me ln Paradlse" ,although it I'TaS Drigen 1{ho first 

most clearly taught that Paradise is not merely literal: 

40 . Article on "Paradise." Ne1{ Catholic Encyclopaedia. Washing-

ton, D.C.: Catholic University of America, 1967 " Vol 10, 

p 991. 

41. Transl.: writer 's own; source of quote: Basil: De Paradiso, 

Drat. III, PG. XXX. Col. 68. C 

42. Luke 23 v 43. 
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" 'c" /, //) W leotI. Q 1e'l710r etlan-um.;. 
(Oris en: in Genpsim . PG XII. Col. 100 . Al - Bl) 

A little further on, Origen adds: 
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?'t,C , ./ C' ..... /"\ / 
\,Lv avayeVe<f-EVOr Q(iCV 'TOU C:7€l-O() 

/ 

7TveUUa:r:kf(,(L' (Col. 100 B12 - Cl, ibidem). 
I 

(Translations: 43 'When we as r eaders progress from the stories 

and the interpretation according to the letter, we enquire "hat 

trees those are "hich God tills. We conclude that there are 

no physical trees in the place. 

Of the same. The interpretation of "Garden in Eden ." as one 

calls it in the Hebre" language. The interpretation, the~, of 

"Eden" is properly "sweet". Therefore the Hebre"s have handed 

it dmm in tradition that the place in ,vhich the Lord God 

planted the paradise or the garden is called Eden. And they 

say that it is in the middle of the "orld, like the pupil of 

an eye. For this reason too, the river Phison is interpreted 

"mouth of the eye" as it is the first river flo"ing out of Eden. 

What they hold as tradition is of this kind: Eden, "hich is 

interpreted "S"I,eet" ,<as in existence before the garden, for in 

it the garden was planted' (COl. 100 Al - Bl) 

Further on: 

'Those "ho -have been born again through divine baptism are 

43. Writer's o'm translations 
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placed in Paradise, that is, in the Church to perform the 

spiritual works that exist within (it).' (Col. 100 B12 - C1) 

Origen's teaching on Paradise reveals that he vie,jed Paradise 

as a garden planted by God in a physical place called Eden, but 

also he vie"ed it allegorically as the Church into which people 

are baptized. But Origen in other writings poked fun at the 

literal understanding of paradise: 

AN"""G V •••• • 
~ , 

~ \ h ? ...... 
I<9f7rQU rO ~1l C:()2q /laU -

(Origen: TI ' '/\ '" .. . ep.t. .. ,/:lfXC!).'¥......... Bk IV: PG XI. Col. 377 A2-

Azt. (Transl .: 44 'But who is so foolish as to suppose that God 

like a human farmer planted Paradise in Eden in the East and 

----made a visible and perceptible tree of life in it, so that one, 

having tasted of the fruit by chewing with human teeth, might 

receive life again .................. ?' 

44. Writer's own . 

." . 
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Origen also believed Paradise to be, not the final abode of 

the saints, but the _ intermediate abode of the saints, if we 

are to accept that Rufinus' Latin version of 
'T7 ,," " JJ£!" .. 1Z4-1V ... 
th O - - • t 46 

lS p01n : reflects Origen's views truthfully or not, ~t 

~. 

Puto enim quod sancti quique discedentes de hac vita permanebunt 

in loco aliquo in terra posito, quem paradisum dicit Scriptura 

divina, velut in quodam eruditionis loco, et, ut ita dixerim, 

auditorio vel schola animarum in quo de omnibus his quae in 

terris viderant, doceantur, indicia quoque quaedam accipiant 

etiam de consequentibus et futuris, sicut in hac quoque vita 

positi indicia c;uaedam futurorum licet per speculum et aenigmata, 

tamen ex aliqua parte conceperant, quae manifestus et lucidus 

sanctis in suis et locis et temporibus revelantur. Si quis sane 

mundus corde, et purior mente et a~ercitatior sensu fuerit, velo-

cius proficiens, cito ad aeris locum ascendet, et ad coelorum 

regna perveniet per locorum singulorum, ut ita dixerim, mansiones, 

quas Graeci quidem spheras, id est globos appellaverunt, Scriptura 

vero divina coelos nominat, in quibus singulis primo quidem pers-

piciet ea quae ibi geruntur, secundo vero etiam rationem quare 

gerantur agnoscet; (PG XI. Col. 245 D2 - 246 B5) 

(Translation: 46 'For I think that all the saints who depart 

this life "ill remain in some place located on earth, (a place) 

which divine Scripture calls "Paradise" , as if in a certain place 

(. 

45 . BI{. II. 6 

46. Writer's olm translation. 
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of instruction, and, as I have so said, a place of audience, 

or school of souls , in which they may be taught about all those 

things which they had seen on earth, and may also accept them 

as certai n signs of future things just as when placed in this 

life they saw" certain signs of future things, and riddles - never­

theless they had conceived (them) in some measure, (things) whi ch 

are r evealed manifestly and clearly to the saints in both their 

O'in places and their own times. If anyone is altogether pure 

in hear t and has become purer in mind and more practised in sense, 

he advances more rapidly and ascends speedily to the place of 

air and arrives at the kingdom of the heavens through, as I have 

said, the stages of the separate places , which places the Greeks 

have called spheres, that is, globes, but divine Scripture names 

heavens, in W"hich separate places he firstly indeed perceives 

those things which are done there, but secondly also finds out 

the reason why they are done . , ) 

This view of Paradise was rather speculative, and it came to 

be rejected by the Greek and Latin traditions , although what 

is here described as Paradise came to be Purgatory in mediaeval 

thought . Origen's view of Paradise as the i ntermediate state 

of the blessed, a "school" for the faithful, gave way to the 

doctrine of Purgatory. In the Greek tradition there was a re­

turn to the primal Paradise: In other words, the theology of 

Paradise became more firmly based on Genesis 2 with its descript­

ion of the Garden of Eden . The Church itself r ejected Origen's 
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rejection of a literal vi el" of Paradi se as well as his vie", 

t hat Par adis e i s t he i ntermedi ate abode of the faithful. I n-

s tead , a l l thi nking on Paradise, at least in the Orthodox tra-

diti on, l<aS based on the liter al story of the Garden of Eden 

as descr ibed i n Genes i s 2, al though the l i teral understanding 

of Paradi se as man's home is used to poi nt tOl<ards Paradise as 

the final home of the faithful. 

Let us reconsider St . John ' s descri ption of Par adise as 

(PG XCIV Col. 912 A7) 

The most well Ji.:nmm use of the word . . noc;*li" ?'1~. . . . . . . . in 

the N.T. i s found in Matt . 6 v 6, where J esus exhor ts the disc­

iple to ' enter his chamber ( .~?-~;:Q~ . . . ), shut the door 

behind him and pr ay to the Father in secret.' The ra;"fi.?t:!v. 
then, is a place for prayer and quietness . This meaning i s the 

fundamenta l root of its use her e . for St. John of Damascus , 

Paradise i s a supremel y joyful place , because it is like a chamber 

for prayer . Nevertheless the sense of "treasury" for ~.e.~{J.>? 

must be taJ<en primarily as the meani ng i n this context . This 

is because there are i nstances of the association of 1:~<:;;'Qv. . 

I,i th the joys of heaven. In the Apocalypse of Enoch, 11. 1 . ,le 

47 
find these words: 

, 
Tex 

\ 
ret 

( , 

a"TQ( £}2 

47. Quoted on p 1371 , Lampe G.W.H . (ed . ): A Patristic Greek 

Lexicon . Oxfor d: Cl arendon Pr ess 1961 p 1371. 
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( . 48 Translatlon : 'The treasuries of blessing that are in heaven' 

Also in the Eucharistic rite of Serapion (30.2)49 we find the 

\'iords used in prayer for the faithful departed: 

, ,.-
0{ Va' lTcXUlTE4JS 

(Transl. : 'Give his soul, his spirit rest in places that are 

verdant, in chambers of rest.') 

To think of Paradise, then, as a "treasury of all joy and glad-

ness" is a rich thought, a summary of the theology of Paradise 

in Greek tradition, a summary particularly of the kind of super-

latives St. Basil used in describing the Paradise: 

49. Lampe, G.W.H. (ed.): op. cit., p 1372. 
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\. ~ '" --/" :"? '-7TO'fex fW ;rCGTOlJO'..... IIPfQtXt. Q.", To)? 

(St . Basil: De Paradiso : Migne: PG XXX Col. 64 . Bl - C2, C6 -

Cl3) 

(Translation (writer 's mm): 

' There, t hen, God planted Paradise, where there is no force of 

winds, no intemperance in seasons , no hail, no hurricanes with 

lightning, no tempest, no thunderbolts , nc .,intry freezing, 

no spring humidity, no summer scorching, no autumn withering. 

But there is a well-tempered and peaceful harmony of the seasons, 

each adorned by its o'm beauty and not pl otting against its neigh-

. bour But all the seasons danced round that place in 

an orderly manner , embracing and joining one another equally 

and ,,,ithout causing grief, and each contributing as gifts, in 

its mm time, the choicest things of its mm ,,,ithout fear of 

attack. And that ground was fertile and soft, and altogether 
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flOl-ring 'vi th mil:( and honey and sui table for all fruit-bearing.' 

St. Basil could not conceive of Paradise w"ithout beginning to 

conceive of the first Paradise in terms contrasting to earthly 

conditions. All the harshnesses of the earthly seasons must 

have been absent in Paradise, for things lj1ce the torrid heat 

of summer or the ice of wi nter" are to his mind unpleasant signs 

of disorder among the seasons. St. Basil's description of the -

harmony of the four seasons involves personification, the pic-

turing of the four seasons as people embracing in one orderly 

dance. This orderliness lies behind the i dea of happiness in 

heaven. The dance of the seasons is very old idea dating back 

to pre-ehristian Greece. Here the picture of an orderly but 

harmonious dance of the closely-knit seasons is a representa-

tion of the joy , unity and love that must have prevailed in the 

first Paradise and that will prevail in the Paradise to be en-

joyed by the faithful departed. 

The dichotomy betIVeen the first Paradise and the Paradise of 

the saints to be enjoyed after death is a feature that remains 

constant in Christian tradition. St. John of Damascus al101vs 

a contrast betIVeen a "sensible Paradise" and a "spiritual para-

dise ll
: 



PG XCIV . Col. 917 A7 - B1.) 

(Transl. : 'T1vofold in this way , I suppose the divine Paradise 

i s , and the God-bear ing Fathers truly handed dmm the tradition 

"ho taught (it), some in this way , others in that '"laY . But i t 

is possible to perceive every tree as (representing) the knm,~ 

ledge of the divine pover that arises from created things, as 

the divine Apostle says (Romans 1 v 20, N. I.V.): 

"For since the creation of the 110rld Gcd ' s i nvisible qualities 

have been clearly seen , being understood from "hat has 

been made.") 

3 . 2. 2 . CONCLUSION ON PARADISE AS LOCALIZED OR SPIRITUAL . 

Clearly , then , St. John of Damascus regar ds those Fathers true 

to tradition who have taught the existence of a "sensible" or 

physical Paradise as "ell as the existence of a spiritual, i n-

visible Paradise. From the quotation above it i s clear that 
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the spiritual Paradise can be thought of as "the lmowledge of 

the divine pm,er" or of God. Therefore it is true to say that 

St. John of Damascus thought of Paradise 

a) as the first home of Adam and Eve, planted on earth: 

b) as a spiritual state of the lmm,ledge of God, arrived at 

through the contemplation of creation, a spiritual state 

really only fully reached after death and purgatory, and 

spoken of sometimes in spatial terms. 

3.3. SOME ASPECTS OF THE PARADISE PLANTED IN EDEN. 

3.3.1. THE TREE OF KNOWLELGE 

St. John of Damascus commented in detail on the meaning of the 

tree of life and the tree of lmm,ledge (Migne. PG. XCIV Col 913. 

A10 - Col. 917 D3) because these two trees signified for him 

the contemplation of God by those mature in contemplation (the 

meaning of the tree of lmm,ledge) and the joys of life "ith God 

and sharing in his nature (the meaning of t he tree of life) . 

On the meaning of the tree of life, Lequien, the commentator 

. . .. 51 
in Mlgne's Patrologla Graeca, "rltes thlS: 

Qui litteram Scripturae sequuntur, agnoscunt ligno vitae insiturn 

fuisse vim hurnores moderandi, et conciliandae immortalitatis. 

Ita Chrysostomus, Severianus, Theodoretus, Procopius et alii, 

51. PG XCIV Col. 913 - 4. Note (73). 
" . 
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qui addunt lignum hoc concessum homini fuisse, ut obedientiae 

illus praemium foret. Ex quo confutatur vetustus auctor, qui 

asseruit primos parentes solis auris ante peccatum victitasse : 

futuros enim fuisse interitui obnoxios; si sensibilem cibum edis-

sent. Quocirca Nemesius ex Hebraeorum, ut ait, sententia docet, 

hominem ita conditum esse a Deo, "ut nee plane mortalis, nee 

etiam immortal is esset, 
" ,~. 

O.Q!!:' .Q(..~!,~'!'Oy sed in utriusque naturae confinio, ut si 

affectionibus corporis et vitio se dedisset, corporurn mutationes 

experiretur; sin autem animi bona coleret, traduceretur ad immort-

alitatem;" per lignum vitae scil i::et, in quo hie auctor eximiam 

ejusmoc'i virtutem exstitisse agnoscit. Haec aliaque affert 

Nemesius , quae cum expositione Chrysostomi satis cohaerent. 

Insuper et ligno scientiae congenitam ejusmodi fuisse proprieta~ 

tem boni malique perfectionem obtinerent : eam vero Adamo non 

obvenisse, qui contra praeceptum Dei ante statum tempus cibum 

hunc comederat. Hanc tamen conjectationem Methodius improbaverat 

in libris adversus Origenem, ut videre est apud Epiphanium, 

haeres. 64; Chrysostomus itaque, hom,. 16 in Gen; Theodoretus, 

quaest. 27, et alii vulgo docent hoc nomen inditum esse arbori, 

non quod boni et mali scientiam posset ingenerare, sed quia 

futurum "rat, ut qui. fructu illius vesceretur, cognosce ret tan-

dem, quam distaret felix innocentiae status a miseriis naturae 

in peccatum lapsae. Disputarunt olim cujus generis esset ilIa 

arbor, Theodoretus, Theodorus Antiochenus, seu Mopsuestius , et 

auctor quaestionum ad Antiochum quaest. 49 , ficum fuisse defin-
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iunt. Opinionem hanc sic explodit Nyssenus in Praefatione in 
----' . 

Cant. 'cantic. ut sensum allegoricum obtrudat, ac si verisimile 

non sit hominem propter illius esum fuisse adjudicatum morti, 

cum Dominus dicat, "ornne qod intrat in os, non coinquinat hominem," 

atque universa quae Deus fecit, fuisse val de bona : Maximus utrum-

que lignum figurato sensu intelligit, propter difficultates quae 

ex Scripturae littera consequi videntur. Noster vero, ut diversas 

Patrum sententias conciliet, tam paradisum quam ligna paradisi, 

secundum litteram, et secundum allegoriam interpretatur. 

(Translation (writer's own): 'Those who fOllow the letter of 

Scripture acknowledge the tree of life to have been the power 

of moderating the humours and of gaining immortality. In this 

way, Chrysostom, Severianus, Theodoret, Procopius and others 

(understand it), who add that this tree has been granted to man, 

so that it might be the re,vard of his obedience. . From this the 

• 
ancient author is proved wrong who asserted that the first 

parents subsisted, before the sin, by hearing alone: for they 

would have been liable to destruction, if they had eaten food 

that can be perceived by the senses. For which reason Nemesius 

of the Hebrews, as he says, teaches the opinion that man has 

so been fashioned by God "that he might be neither wholly mortal 
"0' Co" / 

nor even immortal ( O~'H~ . . Y.1:'~T~Y. :OP<OAOyDUper'~) 
{5 'r>,/ O .. Y? . <X.Y'.~}{:l..n:OY. . . . . but wi thin the common boundary of 

either, so that if he gave himself to the affections and the 

vice of the body, he might experience the mutations of the body 

but if he cultivated the good things of the SOUl, he might be 
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brought across to immortality" - namely through the tree of life, 

in which this author perceives such excellent virtue to have 

existed. Nemesius asserts these and other things, which suffic­

iently agree with the exposition of Chrysostom. Besides this, 

he grants an innate property of some kind to have been in the 

tree of knowledge, so that the one who ate its fruit might obtain 

perfect perfection of good and evil: this truly did not happen 

to Adam who against the precept of God consumed this food before 

the appointed time. Nevertheless Methodius had condemned this 

conjecture in his books against Origen, as may be seen in Epipha­

nius, Heresies 64; Chrysostom, Horn. 16 on Genesis; Theodoret, 

Question 27; and others commonly teach that · this name was given 

to the tree, not because it would be able to engender the know­

ledge of good and evil, but because it was (a name for) the 

future, that the one who ate of its fruit, might find out at 

last how far distant the happy state of innocence is from the 

miseries of a nature fallen into sin. At one time (authors) 

disputed what kind of tree that might be: Theodoret, Theodore 

of Antioch or of Mopsuestia, and the author of the Questions 

to Antiochus, in question 49, (all) define it as a fig tree. 

Gregory of Nyssa rejects this opinion in such a way in his Pre­

face t o Canticles that he urges the allegorical sense and if 

this sense is not true,. man would have been condemned to death 

on account of eating of that (tree), since the Lord syas, "Nothing 

which enters into the mouth causes a man to be sinful," and all 

that God has made was exceedingly good: Maximus understands 
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each tree in a figurative sense, on account of the difficulties 

which seem to follow from the ietter of Scripture . But our 

opinion, in order to reconcile diverse opinions of the Fathers, 

interprets both paradise and the trees of paradise according 

to the letter and according to allegory.' 

Lequien himself holds that Paradise and its trees should be in-

terpreted allegorically as well as literally. Nemesius taught 

that the tree of knowledge had some innate property so that the 

one I,ho ate of ,its fruit might obtain perfect knowledge of good 

and evil. How"ever, Chrysostom, Methodius, .and Theodoret took 

the vie\{ that the eating of the fruit of the tree was an act 

of disobedience leading to a state of misery from which one would 

eventually find out ho\{ far one had fallen from the happiness 

he had before he sinned. 

What vielv did St. John of Damascus take? Of the tree of know-

d h " 52 le ge e wrltes: 

52. De Fi de Orth . , Lib. II. Cap XI; PG XCIV. 913 Al l - 916 A4 



and exercise of man's obedience and disobedience: and hence 

it I;as named the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, or 

else it was because to those I;ho partook of it was given pm;er 

to knmv their own nature. Now this is a good thing for those 

"ho are mature, but an evil thing for the irrunature and those 

whose appetites are too strong, being like solid food to tender 

babes still in need of milk. For our Creator , God, did not intend 

us to be burdened with care and troubled about many things, nor 

to take thought about, or make provision for our mill life. But 

this at length was Adam's fate: for he tasted and knew that he 
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was naked and made a girdle round about him: for he took fig-

leaves and girded himself about. But before they took of the 

fruit, "they were both naked," Adam and Eve, "and were not ashamed" 

(Gen. 2 v 25). For God meant that we should be thus free from 

passion, and this is indeed the mar]{ of a mind absolutely void 

of passion. Yea, He meant us further to be free from care and 

to have but one work to perform, to sing as do the angels, with-

out ceasing or intermission, the praises of the Creator, and 

to delight in contemplation of Him and to cast all our care on 

Him.' (Salmond (transl) John of Damascus: Exp. of the Orth. 

Faith. A Select Library of Necene & Post- Nicene Fathers. Second 

Series Vol. IX., p 29) 

St. John of Damascus took the vielv that the tree of lmOlvledge 

'" '50K" was there as" 9..JRO.~~l;p~y'. :nl?(X., .. K.W. ...... If.'1:)Y. .I:<ak 

.Y.()tLY.~.O:L;Oy' .1~£. JQ~. ?W~~.~9.1J. 9:tJ~.~i1£. ~~ .\\~~9~ 
(PG XCIV Col. 913 A12 - Al3). Though he allows the vielV that 

the tree of knOl,ledge had some sort of pOIver that lvould give 

the eater of its fruit knOl,ledge of his olm nature, his vielV 

is really that the tree was there to test man's obedience and 

disobedience. The word q,':rt6~~.0:~ is used by the historians 

Herodotus and Thucydides53 in the sense of trial by battle; 

53. 

Quoted in Jones 

H.S. (Revised): Liddell & Scott: A Greek-English Lexicon 

Oxford: . Clarendon Press, 1925; Vol I, P 212. 
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.np~~M-........ also was used in the sense of "testing 

or "trial" especially of men's righteousness. For example, 

origen54 ,note of Job: 

(Translation. "Job was not hated by the Lord but for the sake 

of testing, fell into the mouth of the la1{less one") Similarly, 

the w'ord .'Y~'P':y'~q-.~.OY... was used for the spiritual training 

What, then, does St. John of Damascus imply? Surely that the 

tree of the lcnowledge of good and evil ,'laS put there to make 

trial of and prove and exercise man's obedience or disobedience. 

But we know' Adam ,'laS disobedient; in what sense, then, ,'laS Adam's 

.Q.~q,~9.~.. . .. made trial of? It was tried in the sense of 

being shmm not to exist in Adam's case. ""hen St. John ,;rites 

54. Quoted by Lampe, G.W.H. (ed): op. cit p 379; PG 17. Col. 

220B .. 

55. Dionysius Alexandrinus opud Eusebius: Hist. Eccles . 7.22.6 
/ 

Lampe G.W. (ed.): op. cit., P 324, under .yl).~rr:v.O:y' .. 

56. Origen: Cel. 6.13 (p 83. 16. M.ll. 1309B): quoted Lampe 
/ 

G.W.: op. cit., P 324, under ~Vl-1''Ya.Q":(t)y . . 
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(COl. 913 A13) he obviously means the trial of whether man would 

be obedient or disobedient. But the training or schooli ng, 
/ 

:yt)¥'Y.<:M.T.VPY. . must be taken to apply particularly to obed-

ience rather than disobedience. Because of the tree's purpose 

for "trial, proof and training in obedience and disobedience", 

it could be argued that St . John of Damascus thought of the tree 

of Jrnowledge as a110JaYs present in the l ife of men as the know-

ledge that tests or proves a man's faith, and his obedience. 
/ 

If 'Y~P'~(lq:(,;c;Jy'. applies rather to disobedience that obed-

ience, then the tree of kn01;ledge is there, so that a man may 

taste the fruit of disobedience and so be trained in and sh01.rn 

the results of disobedience. This argument is diff i cult to sus-

tain, since it could be asked hml God, 1.rho is good, could pl ant 

in a garden a tree that leads men to disobedience. It therefore , .­
makes more sense of the passage to taJ(e St. John's phrase ex.. it O. :-.. / , &. ' , J~_ ~ 
:l!~.LP.IAY. .. 'rW~ .. ~. . O.~~P,-I:\.Y. . t<4~. YVfJ.Y.<ACrn1y.. :-Ctp ... '"'eve I c. ,..." ~ :t:O.V ... . Y. . . p.~TI"QQ.. t).'r~q,K.Q~G. mt ."A~9r\<tO.~ ...... . 
(PG XCIV Col. 913 A12 - 13) together, so that the obedience 

and disobedience of man is to be tested and tried, but man trained 

in obedience, by the tree of the kn01;ledge of good and evil. 

However, the sentence fOllo1.ring the above quotation sheds fur-

.' . 
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The Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil has been called by 

this name, because it trains man to knOl, , or come to knm, (a 
/ 

meaning which is definitely possible for t~y.~~ey)l ...... 5) 

the nature of good and evil, and the difference betl,een the two. 

It may l,ell be argued that the Tree was then itself a good tree 

of which God should have commanded man to eat the fruit. St. 

John counters this argument by going on to say that the kind 

of knowledge man gained from this tree lvaS not beneficial to 

him, and God knew this and did not intend man to be burdened 

;vi th the knowledge of evil. 

Before we examine the last point made, let us briefly consider 

the alternative reason St. John of Damascus gives for the name 
"tl c./ 

"Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil": I'} .V~f".<.lUya~.Lv. 

6~.t~q.\! . .yY.~~'r~K~V.. 'JQ:tb. p.€;mA~¥~1.0~Cn .... 
irp.Ql~.t{tq.£. .. ~. Qo.-~CD6 (PG XCIV. Col. 913 B2 - 3) (Transl: 

'or because it gave to its partakers the po;ver of knm,ing their 

o;vn nature ,58.) If this ;vas so, then the eating of the f ruit 

gave to Adam ai1d Eve not so much an insight into the difference 

bet1{een good and evil, as an insight into themselves and their 

aIm nature. Such an insight would reveal their evil tendency 

to sin as ",ell as the capacity to do good, "hich God had given, 

but \Vas not used. lie have seen from Lequien' s commentary that 

57. 
I cv .y~yY.~o.-K ...... . 

/ 

(.ylV.(y.c;r:~~ .... ) - "come to knm" 

perceive", p 350, Vol. 1. Liddell & Scott: A elreek-English 

Lexicon. 1925 ed. 

58. l'ir i ter' s mm translation. 
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the tree of t he knm,ledge of good and evil probably did not derive 

its name from its ability by its fruit to engender a perfect 

knm,ledge of self or of good and evil. Though Nemesius taught 

this doctrine of the fruit's having a power of its olm to pro-

duce knm,ledge of evil and good, Epiphanius ,Chrysostom and Theod-

oret contradict this doctrine by maintaining it was the dis-" 

obedient act of eating the fruit, that caused man to know his 

sin. Therefore, it is clear that St. John of Damascus, in 

putting Nemesius' teaching as an alternative did allm, it some 

credence, even though Epiphanius, Chrysostom and Theodoret pro-

nounced against it. Here, for example, is Chrysostom's teaching 

on the Tree of Knm,ledge: 59 

59. In Cap. II Genes . Homil . xvi . ~/; PG LIII. Col. 132- 133 . 



., , 

(Translation: 60 'Therefore , who might endure those who wish 

to say that after eating from the tree, man had the kna>-iledge 

of good and evil "hen even before such a :<ind of eating he ,{as 

filled "ith "isdom and deemed "orthy of .,isdom and prophetic 

60. Writer's O1ill translation . 

. ' . 
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grace? And hmv (otherwise) would he have the reason for these 

things: to know goats and sheep and every nature of beings having 

no reason? (to knm,) what kind of plants are suitable for food, 

and "hat kind are deadly , and those things from which to keep 

a,;ay , and those things after which to run? Was man, the being 

(endmved) with reason, ignorant of "hat i s good, and "hat is 

evil? But, behold, he says, Scripture has called it the tree 

of the knowledge of good and evil. I knm, (that) too; but if 

you ,·!ish to learn the characteristic modes of expression of divine 

Scripture , knOI, "hy it laid this name on the tree. For (it vlas) 

not since it provided knmvledge, that it ,;as thus called. But 

since in respect of it the transgression of the commandment 

happened , and from that at length the lmmvledge of sin came in, 

and the shame. For it is the custom of divine Scripture to give 

names to places from the things that happen there; therefore 

the deeds happen. On account of this, then, divine Scripture 

named it the tree of the lmm,ledge of good and evil, since in 

respect of it was the transgression and the keeping of the 

commandment.') Chrysostom clearly refutes the idea that the 

tree was named such because it provided knmvledge. ( U\!. ¥~p .. 
~1':C?~1' ~0.'rQ. :t:~Y . . y~~.Q.1.:~ . ~\Xp(l-l\~~. p~rlQ~ .~~\E?~10 ) 
Rather, because the tree ,;as the focus of man ' s transgression 

and led to the knmnedge of sin and to shame, it was called the 

tree of the kno1Vledge of good and evil. 

The same pqint is made by Epiphanius in 1Vriting against the 
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heresies of origen61 

having received free will and freely-acting will to choose the 

61. Adv. Haereses Lila· II Tom I Haeres LXIV 45. 

62. Writer's own translation. 
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good, heard this: "From every tree in Paradise you shall eat. 

But from the tree of the lmDiHedge of good and evil you shall 

not eat. On the day on which you eat of it, you shall surely 

die" . Manifold cunning in the devil "ho persuaded him to dis­

obey, caught man as by a bait and he disregarded the commandment 

of God. And this happened to him as a stumbling blocK, as a 

snare and a hindrance. For God did not create evil, nor · is 

there at all \vholly, in everything absolutely, a cause of evil. 

But IVhatever "'as so "ith free-IVill created by him, or he ",hom 

he r i ghtly commands to guard and lceep the la", if he has not 

kept it, is called evil.") 

This explanation by Epiphanius malces it clear that the tempt­

ation "as the stumbling block to man. Neither the tree nor its 

fruit caused man to become evil, but man by misusing his free­

\Vill became evil, though the devil \Vas the tempter. It is thus 

clear that Greek theologians did not opt for the vie", that there 

\Vas a pDiver in the tree or its fruit that caused man to knDiv 

his Dim nature. NDiv the t\Vo possible reasons that St. John of 

Damascus gave for the naming of the tree may be considered as 

both true, or one true and one false. As reasons for the name 

"Tree of the Kno\Vledge of Good and Evil" they are advanced as 

alternatives, but as statements of the truth, they ",ere probably 

considered by St . John of Damascus to be both true. NDiv this, 

in spite of the GreeK Fathers generally not believing that the 

tree or its fruit gave any particular pmler to man to kno" his 

Dim nature. The fact that St. John still regarded the fruit 

or the tree to give the pDiver of knDivledge to its partalcers, 

may be seen by his assunption of this as truth in his next sentence 
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(COl. 913 B2 - 5) 

(Transl. 63 'Now this is a good thing for those who are mature, 

but an evil thing for the immature and those whose appetites 

are too strong, being like solid food to tender babes still in 

need of milk . ' ) 

St. John imp1ies by this that he does believe the Tree of Knowledge 

imparted knOwledge of man ' s nature to Adam . But it was a bad 

thing for man because in the words of Hebrel,s 5 vv 13-14: 

(Nestle-Aland (ed.)):Novum Test. 

Graece, p. 569 

(Transl. (RSV): "For everyone who lives on milk is unskilled 

in the word of righteousness, for he is a child. But solid food 

63. supra: Salmond S.D.F . : op. cit., p 29. 
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is for the mature, for" those who have their faculties trained 

by practice to distinguish good from evil.") 

Now John of Damascus followed Gregory of Naziazenu~ in alluding 

to this passage from Hebrews, but he uses it to describe Adam's 

situation. Adam ate the solid food, the fruit of the tree, when 

he ,vas not yet ready for it because he >vas not yet mature and 

skilled in distinguishing good from evil. 

St . John, however, goes on to imply that God never intended man 

to know his own nature by partaking of the fruit, since he says 

that God did not intend man to be "burdened with care and troubled 

about many things". This seems to conflict with his argument 

that had Adam been mature he would have been allowed to eat the 

fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. 

This raises the very interesting question of whether the Tree 

of Knowledge will be part of that Paradise which is the final 

destination of the saints . 

In order to understand St. John of Damascus' view of the role 

of the Tree of Knowledge more deeply, let us consider the rest 

of his words on the SUbject. After discussing the Tree of Life 

(to which we shall turn our attention later) he adds these words: 64 

64. "De Paradiso", Ch. XI. Lib. II. De Fide Orthodoxa. PG XCIV. 

Col 916 D1 - 917 A6. 
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(Translation: 65 'But the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 

i>'aS for the distinguishing betifeen the many divisions of contemp-

lation, and this is just the knowledge of one's own nature , which , 

indeed , is a good thing for those ifho are mature and advanced 

in divine contemplation (being of itself a proclamation of the 

magnificence of God), and have no fear of falling, because they 

have through time come to have the habit of such contemplation, 

but it is an evil thing to those still young and with stronger 

appetites, ifho by reason of their insecure hold on the better 

65. Salmond, S.D.F.: op. cit., p 30. 
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part, and because as yet they are not firmly established in the 

seat of the one and only good, are apt t o be torn and dragged 

away from t his to the care of their mm body ' ) 

. e ~ ~ b ~ 
What does St . John mean by ~ . 'J~. :~ ... 9.<:J:A? . . O.~<; .. .. . . 
(5. I ~I' c.~ 
\:('e.~p.!.C(G .. . U.L.q,:r-v.m 0:(£ . . . . . , which i s ~ . . 'T~G .... . 

, I ., / 0 
QU(~!-o..b .. ~ w,.¥l-'.CP.O:l£ . ~ . . QP.Q:?£ ? Li terall y, the former 

phrase can be rendered "the discernment of contemplati on in its-

many parts" (writer' s t r anslation) and the latter phrase "the 

knowledge of one's own nature" (S .D. F. Salmond) . It seems at 

once that, for St. John of Damascus , the tree of t he Jomrledge 

of good and evil ,vas pl aced in Par adise so that man might have 

"discernment" of the stages or forms of his own nature . These 

tlVO types of know·ledge seem at first sight cognit i ve and intellect-

ual rather than i ntuitive and mystical. Hm,ever, Vladimir Lossky 

has poi nted out the danger ·of regarding the Greek tradition as 

intellectualistic i n its view of divine knOWledge . 66 

Lossky carefully traces the history of views of e.E?~.p.!q, .. 
and y.y.&1U<.£.. . in the Greek tradi tion from Irenaeus to 

the Byzant i ne fathers in his Vision of God. The results of his 

study sho\{ that whereas it may be r ight to apply a judgement 

like Festugiere's (that all Greek mysticism subsequent to Origen's 

and Clement ' s ,laS "superintellectualistic,,67) to Clement and 

66. Lossley , V.: The Vision of God. transl. Asheleigh Moorhouse, 

Clayton , Wi sconsin: The Faith Press. American Orthodox Press , 

1963 . 
.' . 

. 67, Lossky , op . cit . , P 39. 
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Origen, it is wrong to ignore the development in the Fathers 

after Origen and Clement. For example, the Cappadocian fathers 

go beyond the idea of the intellectual comprehension of God. 

. . 58 
In this comment on "Wisdom is supreme; therefore get wl sdom" , 

Gregory Naziazenus certainly does not reveal an intellectual­

istic view of contemPlation;59 

(Trans1- (1;riter ' s own); 'What is this that he calls the be-

ginning of wisdom? Fear. For we ought not , beginning with 

58. Proverbs 4 v 7. 

59. Orat . XXXIX. In Sancta Lumina PG XXXVI Col. 344 A. 
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contemplation, to cease fearing (for unbridled contemplation 

might perhaps even drive us into dangers). Rather, instructed 

in the basic principles of fear, and purged, and, so to speak, 

rarefied, we are lifted to the height. For where there is 

fear, there is keeping of the commandments; there is purification 

of the flesh and clearing of the cloud obscuring the soul and 

not permitting us to purely see the uncreated divinity . And 

where there is illumination there is fulfilment of longing 

for those "ho long for the greatest things or the greatest 

thing or what is beyond magnitude .' 

Gregory Naziazenus clearly warns his readers or hearers of 

"unbridled contemplation". Unbridled speculative and rational 

lcnowledge can lead to danger. The errors of Origenism, though 

not yet formally condemned in the time of Gregory , are seen 

by him. lt~~!,.[Q( .... has to be grounded in basic observance 

of God 's commands. A moral and spiritual purging has to take 

place before the soul can really contemplate God. We notice, 

too, how the feelings of man are fully part of his illumination 

and happiness: "where there is illumination, there is fulfilment 

of longing." 

Not only do we find in Gregory Naziazenus a holistic view 

of contemplation we also find the idea of 

stages in contemplation, \'Ihich i s seen as a way of life rather 

than a mental exercise. In this passage we read of being "instructed 
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in the basic principles of religious fear" / (O-:'(Q7T-€. (,t:lr~t>{)(}s) 
(A7) and of being "puri~ied" ~f)c{fO~}!(J."S)... . and . 

"rarefied" (/.ie1(rJ).Y.re~o~S). and of "illumination" and 

finally "fulfilment: (jr)j7f4'{rt-S) These stages of contemplation 

were probably the reason for St. John of Damascus' writing the 

C" '\ r" /') " r'" 
words r rl~· .7rO/lI.leJ"-!hQQI,JS. a&~lA~ .O"'YJ(>P.<Y.4S ........... . 

(PG XCIV Col. 916 D2) ("the discernment of the many divisions 

of contemplation") 

Gregory Naziazenus' view of the Tree of Knowledge and its purpose 

is clearly a source of St. John's view. In his Oratio XXXVIII, 

Gregory comments thus: 70 

70. Cap. XII; PG XXXVI Col. 324 Bn - C6 . 
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(Translation - (writer's own): 'But there was also the Tree 

of Knowledge which was neither planted in an evil way in the 

beginning nor rejected through envy (let the enemies of God not 

direct their speech in that direction, nor let them imitate the 

serpent). But it '>as well and opportunely partaken of (for the 

tree planted was contemplation, as contemplation seems to me, 

which it is safe only for the more perfect in capacity to enter), 

but it was not good for those still uninstructed and greedier 

in appetite, just as wholesome, solid food is not advantageous 

for those still of tender age and needing milk.') 

Gregory clearly rejected the ' view that the Tree of Knowledge 

was an evil thing which God planted in Paradise. Nor did God 

forbid man to eat of its fruit because He was envious of man. 

>' 
The first possibility is excluded by Gregory's phrase OV,t.-~ 

tfJ 11"} ~., ..., 
Tv.l.e//. C7.&:v.. Wl .. . r;tfI1) . Kctl<~S. ;incl. tre. ~",C:Dnd. PD~sibility 

)") £I' d,B. .., 
by. hi~. l;ord~ .. O.,.(r.~ . exiT«.rOf&v,v,£ '9 .. 'r' . O.,;~t~S . ..... . .. . 

(Col. 324 B13 - 14). Gregory maintains that the food of this 

tree is ,;holesome and rightly eaten, but only by those who are 

sJdlled in contemplation. For those, like Adam and Eve, who 

were not skilled in contemplation and not self-controlled, it 

was wrong, in the same way that it is wrong for i nfants to have 

anything more than milk. The implication is clearly that Adam 

and Eve's sin consisted in eating food 1;hich they weren't yet 

ready for. Of course, t his view of Adam and Eve's sin strikes 

the modern Protestant reader as strange. For the modern reader , 

the sin of Adam & Eve would consist entirely in the act of dis-
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obedience and it might be argued that the Tree represented , not 

by nature, but because of God's decree,a kind of knowledge which 

man should never, in all his life, have . As an example of this 

kind of view, we cite Martin Luther: 71 

'But even more remarkable is what is stated about 

the tree of the lrnowledge of good and evil. Here it i s asked 

"What sort of a tree was it? Why does it have this name, and 

what would have happened if this tree had not been in Paradise?" 

Augustine and those who follow him state correctly that it was 

so named from the event which lay in the future. Adam was so 

created that if anything troublesome to his nature had happened, 

he would have had a protection against it in the tree of life, 

which preserved his powers and perfect health at alltimes 

p 94: And so when Adam had been created in such a way 

that he was, as it were , intoxicated with rejoicing toward God 

and \.as delighted also with all the other creatures, there is 

now created a new tree for the distinguishing of good and evil, 

so that Adam might have a definite way to express his \;orship 

and reverence toward God. After everything had been entrusted 

to him to make use of it according to his will, God finally 

demands from Adam that at this tree of knm.ledge of good and 

evil he demonstrate his reverence and obedience tm.ard God and 

that he maintain this practice, as it were of \;orshiping God 

by not eating anything from it · ' 

71. Pelikan, Jaroslav (ed.): Luther's Works. Saint Louis, 

Missouri; Concordia Publishing House , 1958. Vol . I Lectures 

on Genesis, Chapters 1 - 5. , pp 93 - 94 . 
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For the Greek Fathers, however, the Tree is primarily the Tree 

of Knowledge, and this knowledge is the contemplation of God, 

which is the goal of man's life. Far from being an anomaly in 

the garden of Eden, the Tree is the l<ey to Heaven,.- and therefore 

an essential element of man's salvation. The fault of the first 

man was to disobey God by eating the fruit of the Tree, fruit 

which is good in itself, just as the Tree was good, but harmful 

to one who is not yet ready for it. In Gregory's view there 

are two signs of unsuitability in Adam & Eve: first, they were 

uninstructed/unqualified (,xV I!t;?rJ.cr:r:¥Qv.s) secondly, they 

were "greedier in appetite" (~'l!l?€..q;-YY.A;ry.~~o0They 
needed a grounding in religious fear ('~~oS;; before they 

could learn self- control and begin the stages of contemplation. 

St. John of Damascus spelt out Gregory's interpretation of the 

Tree of Knowledge as good for "the mature" (T..s.(t~ ~a(.3) an~ 
"those who have advanced in the divine contemplation ~Y. ~1 

() ;' £) /" AcA / ) . ~?f<' r;;£P)t"~'r T7.K0tTt-:Y. Col. 916 D4 and have no fear 

of falling , because they through time have obtained a habit of 

such contemplation". What Gregory wrote as an explanatory note, 

John 

used: 

of Damascus expounds in detail, 

"the mature" (r.eAe fa,S') 
using two words that Gregory 

and "habit ll or "capacity" 

.(t'{I,Y.). . John wished to make it quite clear that perfection 

did not consist in just instruction and control of appetite or 

desire, but also in advancement in the contemplation of God. 

We quote a part of the passage quoted in full at the beginning 
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of this sUb-section on the Tree of Knowledge, St. John's view 

of those for whom the ~ee is not gOOd: 72 

(Translation73 " but it is an evil thing to those still 

young and with stronger appetites, who by reason of their inse-

cure hold on the better part , and because as yet they are not 

firmly established in the seat of the one and only good , are 

apt to be torn and dragged away from thi s to the care of their 

mID body ." ) 

Those for whom the Tr ee is not good are not pr imarily in Gregory's 
c _, / . 

phrase. the C(lT/lOUIT.7'efCf.-S. . (Oratio XXXVIII PC;. XXXVI Col. 

324 C3) or "those "ith stronger appetites", a phrase to which 

John gives a precise interpretation . We have noted Gregory 's 

stress on the necessity of moral self-control i n the progress 

of contemplation. Here we see St . John taking up this emphasis 

72. pc; XCIV. Col, 917 A 1 - 6. 

73. Salmond S.D .F. op. cit ., P 30. 
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and adding to it a new interpretation gained from other sources: 

c' <:' \ "' .... .4 ;' ~ ......, " ,... 
~S· .O.Vf:?<. :r.a. ·Q'rifc¥J,·o-,J .. 77j-S- . E.~ . .r.fJ .. ~;« P.7:r.C;Yt.. ... •. . 
r " ... ''IT. ~.,);;/)O{ e. .., 
Q,,~o'Y1S'·)·I<c(t..·/"1 .~ .lToert-u.J.S · .1!;)1t: yro<T.. ?)lx" ... 
-".... -'."\ ~ c-"' .. 
If/ ' mCl. ~.QlIQV.. ~tX/}O." .. J1fc(J;-~{:y<?·rz· . · ............... ' . 

(vide supra, p 10) Salmond's translation "in the seat of the 
..., ,., 

one and only good " is a little inaccurate here for 7fj .. r.al/.. 
/ .. '\ ~ C ,.- C" " 

)1-P.WtJ. . Kov.'P.l./ . . ~~.;s:-~Pf Uf?· . . fo •.... ?a<:r:~I'?f-4« .... 
really means "devotion" or "attention", and is a ;fOrd used for 

long and sustained periods of prayer. What St. John is really . 

trying to do is to put Gregory's categories in terms of a person's 

devotion to God and perseverance in contemplation. In other 

words, for John, the uncontrolled desires of the young are better 

described in terms of their unstable endurance (a better term 
) ...., 

than Salmond's "hold" ) "in the better thing" (lit. for f;.'li .. T.Cf. , 
Kf.E. c... '?7: o.V t- or "the better acti vi ty", viz. "contemplation". 

Thus, the unsuitability of the Tree of Knowledge for the young 

is expressed in terms of lack of endurance in prayer. Now this 

emphasis on prayer is typically Byzantine and St. John derives 

it not only from Gregory Naziazenus, but also from Pseudo-

Dionysius the Areopagite. 

c" 
It is not that we have here a return to the . ~.'I?. . of 

Plotinus, but rather an integration of Platonic contemplative 

method into the Greek Christian system. For example, the phrase 

,/ " ~/ K.«.f.t'I"?Jrf-l.lT.afJ..4>.S::·'i!fP.rr:Ei l4(PG XCIV Col. 917 A4 - 5) 

("and not yet firmly established in devotion to the only Good! 

Beauty") reminds us of Plotinus' argument in Ennead I.5. 
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rr8t~. J1Ju.. k'CI'AoU ..... , where, although beauty is not a being 

but a quality, the reader is encouraged to learn to see by 

purifying his soul to see the beauty first of objects, and then 

of progressively higher things until he reaches God: 74 

'tJ /J", ,,_ .... "\. ':>" '" /) / ';' 
*jOCX7£oy au)) "?XIIl,)) em To dll'c(CZO'l2 0 U 

(Translation75 'So we must ascend again to the good, which 

every soul desires. Anyone who has seen it !mmrs what I mean 

when I say that it is beautiful. It is desired as good, and 

the desire for it is directed to the good, and the attainment 

of it is for those who go up to the higher world and are converted 

74. Armstrong A.H. (transl.) Plotinus. Enneads. 1.6.7. Lon-

don, William Heinemann Ltd. 1966 , Vol. I, P 252. 

75. Armstrong, A.H. (transl.): op: cit., p 253. 
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and strip off what we put on in our descent; until, passing 

in the ascent of all that 'is alien to the God , one sees with 

one's self alone,that alone, simple, single and pure, from which 

all depends and to which all look and are and live and think.') 

This passage speaks of a journey in perception of beauty until 

one reaches God, the most beautiful and the spring and origin 

of beauty. Now John of Damascus reminds us of Plotinus and Plato 

", \ " but his use of fi'QV/J.CI .. /.<.4/J.O.f.I ..... contains a significant 

difference to that of Plotinus. In the passage above Plotinus 
, , " 

links )40:y'QU... to .cttl.'l:'a..... which denotes the One or 

" God, but ;f4OY.QY. .. is not adjectivally linked to f(.::t.>.to.v. 
or even to Plotinus' 1!{JC.(J(;(jJQy. In other words, for Plotinus , 

many things may be beautiful and good, but God is the cause of 

" " \ all their gocdness. For John of Damascus j'-a>J{J.fI .. K?I'/.l.Q ~. 

cannot mean anything other than God's goodness or beauty, which 

only He has. In other lyords, the Christian skilled in contemp~ 

lation does not simply ascend in thought from eart hly beauty 

to God's beauty. There is a point at which one has to say "only 

God is beautiful" or "only God is good". It is precisely here 

that one can discern St. John's apophaticism, an apcphaticism 

which he gained from the tradition before him, from the Cappa-

docian Fathers, but particularly from the 6th century Pseudo-

Dionysius the Areopagit e. In "pe Mysti~aTheologia", Chap. II, 

76 Pseudo-Dionysius wrote this on the knowledge of God: 

76. PG III Col. 1025 
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(Translation (writer's own): 'In this way we must pray to 

become the cloud of darkness that is beyond light, and through 

blindness and ignorance to see and to know that which is beyond 

sight and knowledge, which very thing one does not- see or know. 

For this is: really to see and to know; and to praise super-

naturally Him who is above being, through the abstractions of 

al l things that exist, just as those "ho make a natural image, 

take out all the hindrances in the vray of a clear vision of the 

concealed form, and only by removal do they display the hidden 

beauty in itself. As I think, one-ought to praise the abstract-

ions rather than the affirmations. For indeed the latter we 

laid down, having begun w'ith the first things and come dmm 

through the middle things to the last things,but from here making 

our ascent from the last to the most primal things, we subtract 

all things, in order that vre may without veil knm, that unknowing 

which is hidden from all things that are knmvable in all things 

that exist, and may see that supernatural darkness that is hidden 

from all the light,in things that exist.' 

Perhaps in this chapter we find the most explicit state of 

Pseudo-Dionysius" apophaticism. Even more strongly than John 

of Damascus, Pseudo-Dionysius states the pivotal principle of 

contemplation. John, as l,e have seen,l,rote about "devotion to 

the only good". Ij, .roJ. /,QVP" J(<<Aov . 7?J2(](J.~.!p.r.Q<. ... .. . 
PG XCIV. Col. 917 A4 - 5). His use of Jfo,Q<T.f:o/i.O{ suggests 

an importunity in contemplation. The root meaning of the word 
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is to "besiege a fortress". Nml this kind of importunity is 

more vividly described in the chapter from Pseudo- Dionysius 

quoted above, where he writes of how we must "pray to become 

the darkness that is beyond light" and "through blindness and 

unknowing to see and to know what is beyond sight or lmowledge'~ • 

What Pseudo-Dionysius does is to maintain the doctrine of God's 

unknOliable being, together with the contradiction of the possi-

bility of attaining to a knol,ledge of God through created things. 

HOI, does Pseudo-Dionysius explain this? 

• 
He uses the example of a relief image or statue carved from the 

landscape. By cutting away portions of rock, sculptors are simply 

removing the obstacles that obscure the hidden but beautiful 

image from being seen. He applies this to the knOl,ledge of God, 

saying that one ought to praise the subtractions or denials rather 

than the positive affirmations that can be made about God. For 

this reason, we must add, as an aside , that the via negativa 

or apophatic liaY is, for Pseudo-Dionysius, the best way of coming 

to knmr God. Affirmations, Pseudo-Dionysius explains, lie make 

as a result of descending in thought from the primal r ealities 

to our olm immediate realities, or "the last things". This is 

really the order of God's revelation in his energies lihich extend 

to every order of creation. But in ascending from "the last 

things" to the primal things and to God, we have to make progress-

i ve subtractions or denials, so that eventually we arrive at 

the unlmoliing in which we can knOl, God, "ho is beyond description 

and lmOl{ledge . This process is what Pseudo-Dionysius sums up 

. ' . 
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in the chapter heading as "How to be even united with and give 

praises to the cause of all things, who is also above all things". 

We may see, then, how pseudo-Dionysius'via negativa is visible 
.... 

in John of Damascus' lvritings, even in a phrase such as Tf! .... 
~ I .\ ~ r ' 

TOu j4-0.lJ.CW. K«110"- .l1J9.O:~.Of4C;:( ..... PG XCIV Col. 917 A45, 

but stated more fully at the beginning of De Fide Orthodoxa, 

Chs. I & II, .. here he spells out "'hat may be kn01Vil of God and 

",hat can't be kn01Vil or understood. 

It appears from this discussion that, in the end, the Tree of 

Knmvledge is a necessary part of man's salvation, since in the 

original Paradise man had to be tested, and in our present state, 

the Tree of Knowledge represents the "knowledge of the many divi-

sions of contemplation" - the kind of contemplation shmID in 

the via negativa taught by Pseudo-Dionysius and assimilated by 

John of Damascus, and Maximus (before him) into the Greek trad-

ition. As a general symbol, every tree, concludes John of 

Damascus, can be understood as the knowledge of God which comes 

from His creatures. This idea he supports using Romans 1 v 20. 

The Tree of Knm,ledge, therefore, is a crucial symbol in the 

Paradise of St. John of Damascus, a symbol of testing, a 

stumbling block for Adam and Eve because they ",ere newly created 

and unskilled in the contemplation of God, yet a good thing for 

the mature .. ho are trained in self-control and advanced in con-

templation. Because contemplation has many stages which man 

progressively advances through to arrive at union with God, the 



- 65 -

the Tree of Knowledge has to remain an integral part of the 

original, earthly Paradise, and of the present order of salvation, 

and of the final state of the blessed. Looking back, one can 

see that Gregory of Naziazenus' interpretation of the Tree as 

contemplation ensured for the Tree a lasting place in the Greek 

Fathers' view of Paradise. Our next item in St. John's view 

of Paradise is the tree of Life. 

3.3.2. THE TREE OF LIFE: 

The doctrine of man's relation to the tree of life is closely 

linked to the doctrine of his relation to the tree of knowledge. 

Both trees are planted by God in Eden (Genesis 2 v 9) and man's 

disobedience in eating of the tree of knowledge led to his being 

forbidden the Tree of Life (Genesis 3 vv 22-24 ). Significantly, 

Adam and Eve were not told initially not to eat of the tree of 

l i fe. The tree of life, in the view of the writer of Revelation, 

is a necessary good in Heaven, since it grows on either side 

of the river of life and its leaves are "for the healing of the 

nations" (Revelation 22 v 2, NIV). 

The Tree of Life has a very comprehensive range of reference 

in the De Fide Orthodoxa of St. John of Damascus, but he re-

mains faithful to the Scriptures and to the Fathers before him 

, , . ., h t 77 in lnterpretlng the tree of llfe. Flrstly e sta es: 

77. PG XCIV, Col. 916 B3 - B7 
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(De Fide Orth., Bk. II, ch XI) 

(Translation78 . "The tree of life, on the other hand was a tree 

having the energy that is the cause of life, or to be eaten only 

by those who deserve to live and are not subject to death. Some, 

. d d h . d Pd· 79 ln ee, ave plcture ara lse as a realm of sense, and others 

as a realm of mind") 

If this refers to a literal Paradise, then who were "those who 

deserve to live", since Adam and Eve had become subject to death 

through eating the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge? This problem 

of interpretation is quickly recognized by John of Damascus, 

who adds the insight that some Fathers have seen Paradise as 
., Ll ' 

tlf,tr.C<'lj7:0X. . .. (a realm of sense) and others as a realm of 

mind (:))017:0 ~ ) . . . . . St. John proceeds then to reveal that 

he · is one of those Fathers who allmv it to be interpreted in 

either way but prefer to regard Paradise as a realm of the mind. 

In this, he follows Origen and the Cappadocian Fathers. Although 

we have already taken note of the materialistic side of Basil's 

view of Paradise, we also find him writing thus in De Paradiso: 80 

78. Salmond S.D.F. op. cit., P 29. 

79. (Salmond's note) Cf. Nemesius, De natura hominis, ch. 1. 

·80. De Paradiso, Or. III PG XXX, Col. 72 A7 - A16. 



(Translation: Bl ' Try therefore through such teachings to come 

to a consider ation of that paradise and yourself even to reach 

tmvards the rays of the divine light . There the light of knmv-

ledge rises, ther e the paradise of delight has been pl anted. 

And if there is any corporeal place which you may have in mind, 

that is fit for receiving the saints, and in which all who on 

earth shone brightly in good \Vorks, are living while enj oying 

the grace of God, according to their \Vorthy recompense, and de-

lighting in the true and blessed pleasantness, in this way you 

probably do not miss the right conception of it'.) 

This quotation taken \Vi th the rest of Basil's De Paradiso shmvs 

Bl. Writer's own . 
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how Basil regarded Paradise as both a corporeal and a spiritual 

realm. Just as the "light of knowledge" in the passage above 

is not literally light, so the tree of life is not literally 

planted. The use of the tree of life as a symbol is clear also 

in the writings of Gregory Naziazenus. In Oratio II Apologetica 

Gregory is writing about the contrast between the salvation events 

of Christ and man's fate. He then shows how these events, the death 

and resurrection of Christ are a kind of "medicine for our 

siCkness,,:82 

(Translation: 83 'For this reason there ,>as an exaltation against 

the fall (of Adam): and lips against tasting, and a crOlffi of 

thorns against the pOl.er of evil and death against death, and 

82. Oratio II Apologetica. PG XXXV. Col. 433 C6 - 436 A7. 

83. Writer's own. indicate supplied elucidatory phrases. 
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da,rkness in place of light, and burial instead of turning back 

to earth and resurrection beyond resurrection. All these things 

were a kind of instruction concerning us from God and a healing 

of our sickness, leading the old Adam back to where he fell from 

and leading him to t he tree of life from which the tree of know~ 

ledge estranged us as it 1vaS untimely and unfittingly partaken 

of.' ) 

Clearly the tree of life is a symbol for the life of God to 

which man, through Christ, returns. In his Oratio XXXIII Contra 

Arianos et de seipso , Ch. IX,84 Gregory Naziazenus speaks 

of the "heavenly Adam" through ,Thorn 1,e have been saved and led 

to t he ,;tt.1.aV. ri) . #-;1S. . . . . . . . . . . . through the 
,~), ....,.-
IY'-' av. T9f ~Ao;f... (the Cross). 

Now the idea of the tree of life as a symbol for the life of 

God is reached differently by St. J ohn of Damascus. In his 

view , the reason why Paradise must be interpreted both as a 

corporeal and a spiritual place, and hence the tree of life in 

either sense, is man's dual composition as a corporeal and in-

1 be
, 85 tellectua lng: 

84. PG XXXVI Col. 225 C1 - 3. 

85. De Fide Orth., II Ch. XI. PG XCIV. Col . 916 B7 - C13. 



(Translation: 86 "But it seems to me, that, just as man is a 

creature, in "hom we find both sense and mind blended together, 

in like manner also man's most holy temple combines the proper-' 

ties of sense and mind, and has this twofold expression: fo r , 

as we said, the life in the body is spent in the most di vine 

and lovely region, "hile the life in the soul is passed in a 

86. Salmond S.D.F. op, cit. pp 29 - 30. 

" . 
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place far more sublime and of more surpassing beauty, wherE God 

ma~es E is home, and where ·He wraps man about as with a glorious 

garment, and robes him in His grace, and delights and sustains 

him like an angel with the sweetest of all fruits, the contemp-

lation of Himself. Verily it has been fitly named the tree of 

life. For since the life is not cut short by death, the sweet-

ness of the divine participation is imparted to those who share 

it. And this is, in truth, what God meant by every tree, saying, 

., Of every tree in Paradise thou mayest freely eat'. For the 

'every' is just Himself in Whom and tlcro~gh Whom the universe 

is maintained. ') 

In John's vie" then, the composition of man as a being ;vho 

perceives through his senses and as a being ;vho apprehends 

spiritual realities, is the most necessary reason ;vhy Paradise, 
\. ", c./ 

man's "most holy temple" 70 .. ml/l-eJU . ~~4.!7.Q(.7:'O.~. . . . . . . is 

t;vo-fold: a literal place, "the most divine and lovely region" 

(). /' '" 'c ))it "-. 'f!."OrartJs.;r.~Os.M(" .. 1I1T.7')/<;QI. . . 15-······ and t he 

spiritual d;velling - God Himself. In this way, St. John of 

Damascus enriches the theological tradition before him. Unlike 

Origen ;vho discarded a merely literal Paradise on earth, or Basil 

who encouraged Christians to use their concept of a corporeal 

Paradise to gain a right idea of the spiritual Paradise of God, 

St. J ohn shmls how these t,;o conceptions of Paradise meet in 

man's composition as a being of sense and of intellect or mind. 

In this context the tree of life gro;vs richer in meaning. Con-
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trary to the modern trend ~n which attempts are made to demyth­

ologize myths to arrive at their inner truths, St. John and his 

predecessors in the Greek tradition, extend and enrich the sym-

bolic value of such "myths". As an example of a modern view of 

the tree of life let us consider a short quotation from Karl Barth: 87 

'The place in which God gives rest to man when He creates him, 

and which even when it becomes totally unknown and inaccessible -

will still be the original starting point toward which, when he 

has left it, his history must genuinely strive under the govern-

ment of the same God, is the Garden in the centre of "hich the 

tree of life is planted. It is the genuine tree of Paradise, 

"hereas the tree of knowledge, as the second tree alongside the 

first, and on account of the problems indicated by it even in 

Paradise, points to the f act that the covenant bet"een God and 

man will be realized on the road "hich is to run from the Paradise 

at the beginning to that at the end. The r oad outside it will 

come under its sign. But the act of creation, the divine es-

tablishment of human existence as such - in contrast to its own 

beginning - stands under the sign of the tree of life. Hence 

it is the latter "hich returns triumphantly in the picture of 

the last Kingdom (Rev. 2 v 7) P 28. The fact that it stands 

in the midst of God's Garden surely indicates that it stands in a 

special relation to the Lord of this Garden, and that man as its 

creaturely occupant cannot overlook it as such. The tree in the 

midst of the Garden indicates that the Garden is 

87. Edwards,J.W.,Bussey o. & Knight, Harold (transl .) : Barth Karl: 

Church Dogmatics: The Doctrine of Creation, Vol. 111.1 

Edinburgh: T & T Clark: 1958; P 28. 
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God's sanctuary. Here, in what the tree both represents and 

offers, the Creator is present with the creature which He has 

placed in it. God wills to be recognized, honoured and loved 

by man in what this tree represents and offers. While He gives 

man the enjoyment of the whole Garden and all its trees by the 

planting of the tree of life in its midst, God declares that 

His primary, central and decisive will is to give him Himself' 

:Interestingly, though Barth interprets the tree of life as a 

symbolic statement of God's love for man, His will to give man 

Himself, and His will that man should worship and love Him, his 

view of the tree of life as representing God's love and presence 

with man, corresponds in this respect to that of St.John of 

Damascus. Barth is able, from the vantage point of the twentieth 

century to examine the richness of the tree of life's symbolism 

and to show its contrast with the tree of knowledge. The contrast 

betlveen the tree of life and the tree of knowledge is clearly 

pictured in St. John's description of paradise, too, but for 

St. John the tree of life is primarily the life with which 

God sustains man's spirit, when He has begun the journey of prayer. 

Through the daily progress in contemplation, the Christian learns 

the meaning of the tree of life, which is the life of God Himself 
/J,:I/ "';' , )/ 
.o.eQv, . fJ-~ l> . . o.4/,"P.V T.cn) . . ~)l.o.~-!'\.Q'» ...... ( "having God as a home 

dwelt in"). 

In contrast to the tree of knowledge, the tree of life is seen 

existentially as aD~Ys necessary for the Christian: not only 
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is God his horne, but he wears God like "a glorious garment" 

and he· is "sustained like an angel with the sweetest of all 

fruits, the contemplation . tlt:WfUx.. of Himself". The tree 

of life is for John participation in God mystically: in other 

words it is more than a symbol - it is the reality of divine 

life. The theme of the fruit of the tree of life is an essen-

tial theme, contrasting to the sweet but evil fruit of the 

tree of knowledge . 

previously we have noted the complexity of St. John's view of 

the tree of knowledge: how on the one hand it seemed to be good 

for those skilled in contemplation: on the other hand, evil for 

the unskilled and immature. We saw how this view was derived 

from Gregory the Theologian. However, near the end of his chap-

ter on Paradise, St. John of Damascus draws a sharp distinction 

bet" een the t " o trees, implying that the tree of life is good, 

but the tree of knowledge brings evil to all who eat its fruit 

(a contrast which Barth, as we have seen, draws out in different 

terms) : 
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(De Fide Orth. II. XI. PG XCIV 917 B8 - C4) 

(Translation88 : ' The tree of life too may be understood as that 

more divine thought that has its origin in the world of sense , 

and the ascent through that to the originating and constructive 

cause of all. And this was the name He gave to every tree , imp-

lying fullness and i ndivisibility, and conveying only participa-

tion in what is good. But by the tree of the knOwledge of good 

and evil , we are to understand that sensible and pleasurable 

food, which, sweet though it seems, in reality brings him who 

partakes of it into communion with evil .' ) 

Particularly the last sentence clashes with his idea previously 

expressed, that "the tree of the knowledge of good and evil was 

for distinguishing between the many divisions of contemplati on, 

.,.nd this is just the knowledge of one 's nature, Ivhich, indee<;l, 

is a good thing for those who are mature ,,89 This inner 

contradiction in St. John pcobably reflects his use of different 

sources . The idea that the tree of knmvledge is unconditionally 

evil is found in St. Gregory of Nyssa's writings: 

88 . Salmond S.D.F . op. cit ., P 30 

r89 . i:,idem; p 30 
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(Translation90 : 'In addition there was for him even the divine 

Paradise, through the fruitfulness of the trees filled with life, 

and the commandment of God 1;as the principle of life, promising 

that there 1;Quld be no death. But in the midst of the plantation 

of Paradise was the tree that was fertile with life, whatever 

at length one ought to think that tree was, whose fruit was life: 

and the tree that bore death, whose fruit is proclaimed to be 

both good and evil, and it, too, was in the midst of Paradise.' 

One tree is identified as the tree of life1,hile the other causes 

death. Gregory of Nyssa is thus one source of St. John of Damas-

cus' vie1, of the harmfulness of the tree of knm'ledge. We have 

90. Writer's own. 
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seen hm{ Gregory of Naziazenus' view that the tree , of knowledge 

was contemplation also influenced John's view. But there was 

yet a later source which was more outspoken about the harmfulness 

of the tree of knovledge. This source was St. Maximus the 

Confessor91 : 

(Translation92 : 'The tree of life and that which is not so, 

are named from the same root: the tree of life and that which 

is not of life but only the knowledge of good. and evil, and 

they have a great and unspeakable dif'ference. For the tree 

91. Quaestiones ad Thalassium, Q XLIII, Responsio; PG XC Col. 

412 BJ - Bll. 

92. Writer's own. 
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of life is productive wholly of life. But the tree that is not 

of life, clearly produces death. For the tree that is not pro-

ductive of life, from the fact of its not being called the tree 

of life, clearly causes death. For nothing else i"s distinguished 

in opposition to life.') 

Implied in St. Maximus' description of the two trees is his pre-

ference for the contrast between the tree of life and tree of 

death. So far from regarding the tree of the lmmvledge of good 

and evil as having any worth for man's salvation at all, he sees 

it as opposed to the tree of life, and the cause of death. A 

little later he distinguishes the two trees on the basis of wisdom, 

e "" ,/r. '" .., 
saying that the tree of life is the Q. T7S ·rtlJf1S .. )J.Q<.I5 .... 

and therefore wisdom resides in it (Question XLIII. PG. Col. 
e ....; -:./ lJ 

412) while the tree of lmoWledge is 1·7"0(1 . . Q"Wrro:f. t:((,q:ll-yo-'.f 

(the sense perception of the body), which is not governed by 

reason but leads to unbridled passion. It is this categoriza-

tion of the trees \vhich leads to St. John's conclusion that man's 
.., ,/J..,/?/ 

partaking of the physical food T1S .r~·"O:C71rf;· rf4l.~E.4?:5 ..... 
leads him to lose his immortality. In other words, the tree 

of lmowledge has no positive value for man in Paradise. The 
c - . 

tree of life, being more for John than Maximus' o.;r~f'~~f~ 
~ 

.V~~:> ...... is the participation in God's life and therefore 

excludes participation in the tree of lmo\Vledge. Contrary to 

St. John's earlier implication, there can never be a time when 

man is mature enough to partake of the tree of lmowledge, for 

to partake of this tree is to become liable to death. 
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We can ascribe St. John's ambivalence to the tree of life to 

his desire to represent the diversity of opinion found in the 

Greek Fathers before him. This is an expression of St. John's 

theological breadth, although the apparent difference in his 

own viewpoint appears puzzling to the modern reader. We cannot, 

nevertheless , conclude otherwise than that St. John of Damascus 

regarded the tree of life as an important symbcl of man:' s comm-

union with God, a communion to be fully realized at the Parousia. 

At this point, we turn our attention to thoughts on the Greelc 

doctrine of the intermediate state of the faithful departed, 

prior to the Resurrection on the Last Day. Before ,ve do this, 

let us look first to the example of Christ given to us in His 

descent to Hades . 

4. ENTRY INTO PARADISE. 

4. 1. THE DESCENT OF CHRIST TO HADES. 

Underlying the doctrine of Heaven is the teaching of the inter-

mediate state of the faithful departed, and the possibility of 

salvation coming to the faithful departed only after this earthly 

life has been made real through the salvific descent of our 

Lcrd Jesus Christ into Hades, a fact based on 1 Pet er 3 vv 18 

- 20: 
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(Translation94 : 'For Christ also died [suffered]95 for sins 

once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might 

bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive 

in the spirit; in which he went and preached to the spirits in 

prison, who formerly did not obey, when God's patience waited 

in the days of Noah, during the building of the ark, in which 

a fe", that is, eight persons, were saved through water' ) 

. It has been pointed out by J.N.D. Kelly96 and other scholars 

that there are various problems connected with the interpreta-

93. Aland, Kurt; Black, Matthew et al. post Nestle (ed.): Novum 

Testamentum Graece. Stuttgart, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft 

1898 und 1979, 26 neu bearbeitete Auflage; pp 604 - 605. 

94. May, Herbert G. and Metzger Bruce M. (ed.): The Oxford Annot-

ated Bible, Revised Standard Version (1952): Ne1V York Oxford 

University Press, 1962; p 1475. 

95. "died" translates a variant reading 
'1a A 

in 11- .. ~. . .. and 

other manuscripts. 

96. The Epistles of Peter and Jude London: Adam & Charles Black, 

1969. Reprinted 1976; pp 153 - 157. 
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tion of these vers es, the first of which is the question 

of who these spirits were. Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 130 -

c.200) according to R.T.A. Murphy, 0.p . 97 , was the first 

to explain Christ's preaching in Hades as the proclamation 

of the Gospel to those of the departed who could profit 

from it. It will be usef ul to begin with Irenaeus in order 

later to evaluate St. John of Damascus' teaching on the 

faithful departed: so we .quote here from Irenaeus' Contra 

Haereses, Bk. IV, Chapter 27 Par. 2 (P.G. VII, Col. 1058): 

Et propter hoc Dominum in ea, quae sunt sub terra, discendisse, 

evangeliazentem et illis adventum suum, remissione peccatorum 

exsistente, his qui credunt in eum. Crediderunt autem in 

eum omnes qui sperabant in eum, i d est qui adventum ejus 

praenuntiaverunt, et dispositionibus ejus servierunt, justi, 

et prophetae, et patriarchae: quibus similiter ut nobis remis it 

peccata, quae non oportet nos imputare his, si quominus con­

temnimus gratiam Dei. 

[Translation (writer's): 'And on account of this, t he Lord 

descended to those regions under the earth, preaching the 

good news of His coming also to t hose there, there being 

97 . (ed.) St. Thomas Aquinas: Summa Theol, London: Eyre 

& Spottiswode, 1965. Blackfriars Ed., Vol LIV., p 213. 
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remission of sins for those who believe in Him. But all 

did believe in Him who hoped in Him, that is, those who pro-

claimed beforehand His coming and kept His ordinances, the 

righteous, the prophets and the patriarchs whose sins He 

remitted as He remitted ours, sins ,;hich it is not right 

for us to hold against them, unless we despise the grace 

of God.] 

Even in so early an author, we can notice an interpretation 

of 1 Peter 3 v 19 which today would be questioned. For Irenaeus, 

"the spirits in prison" are definitely human souls and their 

prison is the nether regions, the Hades thought to be situated 

under the earth. One of the problems with this view of 

1 Peter 3 v 19 is that the verb 7{0fe(J.8.~tf." in that 

verse is used n01{here in the Ne\{ Testament to refer to a 

98 descent to Hades : Secondly, the context of 1 Peter 3 v 

19 seems to imply that only those who \{ere disobedient before 

and up to t he time of t he B.ood were "in prison". H01{eVer, 

Irenaeus takes the vie\{ that these spirits \{ere those of 

the patriarchs, prophets and righteous men who proclaimed 

Christ's coming. Irenaeus seems therefore to take a vie\{ 

that conflicts \{ith the vie\{ of Peter that the spirits \{ere 

the sinful \{ho remained obdurate in the time of Noah. H01,ever, 

Irenaeus' vie\{ prevailed, influenced as it was by an allegori-

cal interpretation of the Flood as the baptism instituted 

hr ' 99 by C 1st. 

98. Kelly, J.N.D.: op. cit., pp 155 - 6. 

99 . Though Peter first suggested Baptism to be the antitype 

of the Flood. 
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It is obvious, though, that Irenaeus believed it was the 

Jews who lived before Christ's coming who were "in prison" 

or in Hades . The implication is further that not everybody 

in Hades benefitted by our Lord's preaching and was freed 

by our Lord who "ere saved from that prison. But "'ho were 

those who believed? Irenaeus answers: 100 

Crediderunt autem in eum orones qui sperabant in eum, id est, 

qui adventum eius praenuntiaverunt, et jispositionibus ejus 

servierunt, justi et prophetae, et patriarchae. 

[Translation (vide supra): 'But all did believe in Hi m who 

hoped in Him, that is, who proclaimed beforehand His coming 

and kept His ordinances the righteous, the prophets and the 

patriarchs] . 

This rules out of court a universalist doctrine of salvation 

by clearly stating a continuity of belief, hope and obedience 

from this life to the next, even if the belief and prophecy 

of the Old Testament saints were partial and limited, and 

their obedience not perfect. What is important from Irenaeus 

is· the possibility of belief leading to the ·forgiveness 

of sins for the imperfect after this earthly life. 

100. PG VII Col. 1058 [Part of quotation above] 
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Clement of Alexandria (c . 150 - c. 215) extended the descent 

of Christ to the Apostles 'as His imitators: 101 

101. Stromatum, Lib. VI; PG IX. Col. 265 BS - Col. 268 B6. 
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(Translation102 : 'Therefore, when the truth had been revealed, 

they themselves repented of the things they did in the past. 

For this reason the Lord preached the Gospel also to those 

in Hades. Therefore Scripture says, "The Hades of destruction 

says, 'His appearance we have not seen, but His voice we 

have heard.'" It is not the place, I presume, which heard 

His voice and said the \-lOrds spoken above, but those who 

have been placed in Hades, and have given themselves to des-

truction, just as from a ship they willingly cast themselves 

into the sea. These therefore are those who heard the divine 

pDlfer and voice. Since Ifho of sane mind Ifould assume that 

the souls of both the righteous and the sinful are under 

a single condemnation, and so pour out wickedness on divine 

providence? What then? Do [the Scriptures ] not make it clear 

that the Lord preached the gospel to those who perished and 

to those hemmed in in a "garrison"? But it has been show 

in the second Stromate, that the Apostles, following the 

Lord, preached also to those in Hades; for I suppose, just 

102. Writer's Dlill. 
.' . 
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as her e , so also ther e , the best of the di scipl es had to 

be imitators of the Teacher , so that just as He l ed some 

of the Hebr ews so they might lead the Gentiles to conversion, 

that is, those peop~e who lived i ndeed in righteousness accord-

ing to the La,,, and accor ding to philosophy, but on the other 

hand, not perfectl y but sinfully continui ng their l ives. ' ) 

Clement of Alexandr 'ia t hus included both Jews and Gentiles 

who l i ved befor e Christ in the embrace of salvation after 

l ife on ear th, but only i f t hey had tried to live righteous l y 

and not sinned wilfully , but in i gnor ance . The Genti l es , 

Clement bel i eved , wer e saved by t he Apostles ' also descendi ng 

to Hades when they had died , in the same way that Christ 

descended. But this belief that t he r ighteous Gentiles before 

Chri st were saved by Christ's preaching i n Hades, or Christ's 

preaching through the Apostles, was discarded by t he Greek 

Father s after Clement of Alexandria . In other wor ds , there 

,;as a reaction in eschatology both against syncretistic religion 

and universal ism . Instead we f i nd Cyr i l of Jerusalem (315 

- 386 A.D. ) defining those liberated by Christ ' s preaching 

in Hades , as all the Old Testament saints : 103 

103 . Catechesis IV. De Decem Dogmatibus . De Cruce . . XI De 

Sepultura. Mi gne (ed . ) : PG XXXIII , Col. 469 A9 - B8. 
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104 . Matthew 11 v 3 

(Translation 105: '11. He was truly laid as Man in a tomb 

of rock; but rocks were rent asunder by terror because of 

Him. He "ent dmm. into the regions beneath the earth, that 

thence also He might redeem the righteous. For tell me , 

couldst thou wish the living only to enjoy His grace, and 

that,though most of them are unholy; and not wish those who 

from Adam had for a long while been imprisoned to have how 

gained their liberty? Esaias the Prophet proclaimed with 

loud voice so many t hings concerning Him; '{Quldst thou not 

wish that the King should go' dmm and redeem His herald? 

David ,iaS there, and Samuel and all the prophets, John himself 

105. Gifford E.H. (transl.): St. Cyril of Jerusalem : Catechet-

tical Lectures, A Select Library of Nicene and Post-

Nicene Fathers. Second Series. Oxford: James Parker 

and Company, 1894. Vol VII,p 22. 
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also, who by his messengers said, "Art thou He that should 

come or look we for another?" Wouldst thou not wish that 

He should descend and redeem such as these?') 

. 106 
Else,,,here Cyril states more generally who were liberated 

by Christ's preaching in Hades: 

(Translation107 : ' All the righteous ones, "hom death had 

devoured "ere redeemed. For it ..as fitting that the King 

"ho had been preached should become the Redeemer of the noble 

heralds . Then each of the righteous said, " 'Where, 0 Death, 

is your victory? Where , 0 Hades, is your sting? ' 108 For 

the author of victory has redeemed us. "' ) 

TaJdng these t"o passages together "e discern that Cyril 

of Jerusalem understood that all the Old Testament s aints , 

whether patriarchs, prophets, kings or holy men, "ere redeemed 

106 . Catech. xiv. De Christi Resurrectione etc. XIX; pG XXXIII. 

Col. 849 A1 - 6. 

107 . Writer 's mill. 

108 . 1 Corinthians 15 v 55 
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by Christ .. hen He descended to Hades. Redemption f r om Hades 

implies that they then entered Paradise. This last i mplication 

is found in another passage from Cyril of Jerusalem, .. here 

he .. rites an elaborati on of the .. ords spoken by Christ to 

the penitent thief (Luke 23 v 43) 109 

Tree art bought into Paradise. Fear not the serpent; he 

shall not cast thee out; for he is "fallen from heaven".l11 

109 . Catech.XI I I De Christo Crucifixo et Sepulto . PG XXXIII. 

Col. 809 B1 - 10 

110. Gifford , E.H. (transl.) : op. cit. , p 90 

111. Luke 10 v 18 . 

-
\ 

I 
! 
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And I say not unto thee, This day shalt thou depart, but 
. . 112 

"This day shalt thou be with me." Be of good courage: thou 

shalt not be cast out. Fear not the flaming sword; it shrinks 

from its Lord. 113 
0 mighty and ineffable grace! Moses and 

the Prophets had not yet entered and the robber enters, though 

a breaker of the law·.') 

Unless the robber .vas an exception for all time, Moses, the 

Prophets, Abraham and the Saints of Old Testament Israel 

must have entered Paradise soon after the robber did, that 

is after Christ's death. Our Lord could not have meant that 

the robber .,ould enter Paradise, having risen from the dead. 

So he entered Paradise as a spirit just as,though Abraham, 

the Patriarchs and Prophets had not risen from the dead, 

they were brought into Paradise in the spirit. The importance 

of Christ's words to the robber as the sign of man's liberation 

from Hades can be seen from a short quotation from Athanas ius , 

(296 - 373) 

., 
ex 

114 Expositio Fidei, par. 1 . : 

112. Luke 23 v 43 

113 . Gen. 3 v 24. 

114. PG XXV. Col. 201. BS _ 15. 

, ' 



(Translation11S : 'In this manhood He was crucified and He 

died for us, rose again from the dead and was taken into 

h "C t d th b .. f ,ll6 db' eaven. rea e , e eglnnlng 0 our ,;ays ' ,an elng 

on earth, He showed us light from darkness, salvation from 

error, life from the dead, entry into Paradise, from which 

Adam had been cast out, into "hich he again entered through 

the robber, as the Lord said, "Today you ,,,ill be ,d th me 

in Paradise'" ll7) 

The words to the robber, then, "ere a sign of the ne" possi-

bility, not only of salvation on this earth, but of entry 

into Paradise from Hades after this life. Just after this 

quotation , Athanasius calls Christ the IlfO¢f~9S. .. ll8 

"ho enters Paradise ahead of us. Through the Greek Fathers' 

interpretation of Luke 23 v 43, the liberation of the Old 

Testament saints from Hades ("hich is itself an idea inter-

preting 1 Peter 3 vv 18 - 20) is connected .. ith Christ's 

liberation of men and His opening to all, the ,;ay to Paradise . 

This point is brought out differently by Gregory Naziazenus 

llS . Writer 's O'ill. 

116. Proverbs 8 v 22. 

117. Luke 23 v 43 

118. "forerunner ll 
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who bids his Christian rea?ers to identify themselves with 

the Christ who descended to Hadesl19 : 

(Translation120 : 'If He descends into Hades, descend with 

Him. Find out also the mysteries of Christ there, what 

the plan of His twofold descent was, what the reason was, 

and "hether He simply appeared to all there and saved them , 

or saved those there who believed . ') 

Gregory Naziazenus was uncertain whether all in Hades 

"ere saved by Christ, or only those who believed in Him. 

We have seen that it was really only those who believed 

in Christ while in Hades who were saved, according to Cyril 

of Jerusalem, but in his thought all the Old Testament saints 

must have believed in Christ. Hm,ever, the point of the 

readers ' descent in mind to Hades is to emphasize that where 

Christ is, there his servants must be, and therefore Christ 

leads the faithful departed from Hades, whither they go 

after death, into Paradise. 

119. Oratio XLV In Sanctum Pascha , Ch . XXIV; PG XXXVI. 

Col. 657 A14 - B.1 

·120. Writer's own. 
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Having considered the thoughts of various Greek Fathers prior 

to St. John of Damascus, let us return to St. John of Damascus' 

short chapter on Christ's Descent to Hades121 : 

(Translation 127, 'Th2 soul when it ,vas deified descended 

into Hades , in order that just as the Sun of Righteousness 

rose for those upon the earth, so likewise He might bring 

121. De Fide Orthodoxa, Bool< III Ch. XXIX; PG XCIV. Col. 1101. 

122. Malachi 4 v 2. 

123. Isaiah 9 v 2 

124 . Isaiah 61 v 1 , Luke 4 v 18 

125. 1 Peter 3 v 19 

126 . Philippians 2 v 10 

127. Salmond S.D.F. (transl.): John of Damascus: Exposition 

of the Orth. Faith Nicene & Post-Nicene Fathers Vol. 

IX pp 72 - 73 
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light to those who sit under the earth in darkness and shadow 

of death: in order_ that just as He brought the message of 

peace to those upon earth, and of release to the prisoners, 

and of sight to the blind, and became to those who believed 

the Author of everlasting salvation and those who did not believe 

a reproach of their unbelief, so He might become the same to 

those in Hades: "That every knee should bow to Him, of things 

in heaven and things in earth and things under the earth. ,,126 -

And thus after He had freed those who had been bound for ages, 

straightway He rose again from the dead, shewing us the way 

of resurrection. ,) 

It is interesting to note, first of all, how much Scripture 

St. J ohn of Damascus uses in describing the descent of Christ 

to Hades: there are four or five allusions to scriptural texts 

and one quotation. The first allusion is to Malachi 4 v 2: 

'But for you who fear my name the sun of righteousness shall 

rise, with healing in its wings'. (R.S.V . ) 

This verse is really a prophecy of a new dawn for a nation 

of Je,vs who fear God. st. John applies this insight to the 

advent of Jesus Christ,comparing Him by implication with the 
~ ~ ~ 

"sun of righteousness tl This sun rose on (Qt.f £. ? (!/ .... 
(those on earth) (col. 1101 A2), in other words, not just on 

126 . Philippians 2 v 10 
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Jews and Gentiles. In the .same way as Christ's earthly epiphany 

was for all on earth, so He descended to Hades "in order 

that the light might shine also on those sitting under the 

earth, in darkness and shadow of death." (writer's translation " 

of Col. 1101, A2 - 4). Just as Christ's earthly visitation 

led to the evangelization of the whole world, so His descent 

to Hades brought light to all who were there, and all were 

affected. 

> I , 

In describing the occupants of Hades as ey. .<TI<OlE.f.,. KOf.L. . 
., n ,-

~t<."f" .C7.OfV.Ofl?:JI.I......... (Col. 1101 A3), St . John is 

alluding to Isaiah 9 v 2 ',hich is prophesying an end to foreign 

invasions even through the coastal lands which have not kno,;n 

God. It is interesting how St. John applies a text which refers 

to Gentiles, to describe the occupants of Hades who were thought 

previously t o consist mainly of Jews - certainly those whom 

Christ released were so thought of by previous Greek Fathers. 

St. John of Damascus, in alluding to Isaiah 9 v 2, brings 

universality to Hades and implies that as it was not only Jews 

who ",ere in Hades, not only JeHs were released from there and 

brought into Paradise. The rest of St. John's exposition further 

illustrates this point. His third allusion - to Isaiah 61 

v 1 and hence to Luke 4 v 18, where our Lord quoted Isaiah 

61 v 1 with reference t o Himself - shoHs hOI, St. John applies 

to all in Hades a text "'hich is the Servant's commission to 

prophesy to Israel, God's comfort. Christ's use of this text 

shOl,ed His understanding of His mission as not being confined 

to Israel but extended to the Gentiles. No", St John of Damascus 
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would hardly narrow down the application of this text to Jews 

in the undenforld; he would rather retain its universal applica~ 

tion. St. John of Damascus was probably the first theologian 

to apply Isaiah 61 v 1 and Luke 4 v 18 to Hades as well as 

to the lfOrld . In doing so He clearly shows that it was not 

only for the sake of Jews before Christ t hat our Lord descended 

to Hades, but for the sake of Gentiles as lfell. 

The application of Isaiah 61 v 1 to those in Hades also stresses 

the end, for some of them, of blindness and imprisonment there, 

so that it becomes clear that some of the souls in Hades were 

released from Hades and entered Paradise. To think of a mere 

spiritual opening of the eyes or spiritual release from fear 

while a soul remains in Hades lfould be a violation of the intent-

ion in applying Isaiah 61 v 1 to the souls in Hades. St. John 

of Damascus clears up the uncertainty of Gregory of Naziazenus 

concerning which souls in Hades were released, or whether they 

were all released; he does this by his extended comparison 

of Christ's earthly ministry with His ministry in Hades. Al-

though there is no definite allusion, it is fascination to 

see how Scripture texts like 1 Corinthians 1 v 18, 1 vv 23 

- 24 and John 3 v 36 illuminate the contrast St. John of Damascus 

dralfs betl,een those lfho have believed and those who have not 

believed. Christ is to the former the 
7 ' 

qttf;.)>.4Q~... (A7, Col. 1101) ("the cause of eternal salvation") 

whereas to the latter He is the ~in<1"T:~S: ~£.r;tQf.. (A8, 

Col. 1101) ("the reproof of unbelief"). This double effect 

of Christ is the key to the problem ,of who liaS 1iberated from 
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Hades. St. John of Damascus sees no mitigation in Hades of 

the conditions for salvation. Belief in Christ is absolutely 

necessary. Exactly the same conditions applied in Hades when 

Christ descended there as "hen Christ preached on earth. 

For what cosmic purpose did Christ descend to Hades? He cert-

ainly descended to bring the Gospel of life to all in Hades: 

but whether they believed or disbelieved , our Lord's purpose 

of bringing all things in the universe in submission to Himself 

was completed. This purpose of universal submission effected 

by Christ's preaching in Hades is revealed through St. John's 

addition of the quotation from Philippians 2 v 10. 1nteresting-

ly to us, Philippians 2 v 10 reveals cosmic "orship of Christ 

as the purpose for which God exalted Christ, whereas St. John 

of Damascus understands Philippians 2 v 10 as revealing a cosmic 

worship of Christ made possible only by Christ's preaching 

to the whole cosmos - heavens, earth and regions under the 

earth. Because Christ has been in all parts of the universe, 

He can be worshipped by all beings in the universe. This seems 

to be the implication of St. John's alteration of the original 

context of Philippians 2 v 10. 

c('" ;' 

Finally, the participle 0.0 Q1f.Q'-yCJ.OJ s: . . . .. ("having prepared 
~ 

a road") reminding us of Jesus' ,.ards in John 14 v 2, lJ1J1EP.O-
.:: ,.. ~ eo" 

;ae-.ETO')'->K.<nX.". TQlTP.>? .~~.... ("I go to prepare a place 

for you") .and of John the Baptist's ,.ark as forerunner of 

the Messiah, explains hm, Christ, principally by His mill resurrec-

tion, but also by His descent to Hades, made the road for us 

to our own resurrection. The use of this verb could be inter-
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preted to imply that Christians' road to the resurrection must 

also take them through Hades, just as Christ went to Hades 

first, before His resurrection . This is most probably >i'hat 

St. John of Damascus means. But another possible interpretation 

as referring only to the 

work and example of Christ's resurrection. 

This hermeneutic point is very significant for St. John's doc-

trine of the intermediate state . If. the former interpretation 

applies, then it seems that this is the only place in all John 

of Damascus' undisputed writings where a doctrine of purgatory 

is implied. Although De his qui in fide dormierunt claims 

to be written by John of Damascus, and does teach a doctrine 

of purgatory, it is doubtful ,-lhether St. John of Damascus wrote 

it. Nevertheless, because De his qui in fide dormierunt repre-

sents an important eschatological tradition in the Greek Orthodox 

Church, the tradition of prayers for the faithful departed, we 

shall proceed to a brief examination of this ,vor]: ' s principal 

teachings. 

4, •. 2. WHAT IS THE INTERMEDIATE STATE OF THE FAITHFUL DEPARTED, 

ACCORDING TO ST.JOHN OF DAMASCUS AND GREEK TRADITION? 

In order to determine the effect of St. John of Damascus ' 

doctrine of the Intermediate state on modern Greek Orthodox 

eschatology, let us consider Question 67 of Ch. XVI of Con-
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stantine Call i nicos ' s The Greek Orthodox Catechism: 128 

'The soul's intermediate state can be defined as a foretaste 

and pledge of its f i nal condition after its resurrection and 

judgement. If , that i s to say , the souls of the departed have 

lived according to the will of God, and the i r final l ot is 

t o be Paradise, then and henceforth they foretaste t he joys 

of Paradise , being nearer to God, and rejoi cing i n His light . 

If they ended their lives in sin and unrepentance, then and 

henceforth shall they spend it in misery , and , so to speak, 

at the gate of Hell . The intermedi ate state of the soul i s 

not, then , a sleep and unconsci ousness; i t is a move tm,rar ds 

its final goal, ,iithout breaking w'ith the bonds of earth alto­

gether. The dead have not forgotten us, nor are they i ndifferent 

to us. Hence we are i n full communi on with them. To those 

departed ones , "ho pleased the Heavenly Father with their holy 

life , we pray that they mediate on our behalf with Him to Whom 

they are nm, nearer . To those departed ones who err ed , .. e 

ask the All-Merciful to sho .. mercy , and , if it is His .. i ll, 

to forgive them. Death does not separ ate those .. ho have gone 

before from those .. ho remain. The Judge has not come yet , 

in, order to assign to each person a future of eternal happiness 

or torment. And the mercies of God are as an unfathomable 

abyss . ' 

128. Callinicos C.N. : The G;:-ee]e Orthodox Catechism. Ne .. 

York: The Greek Archdiocese of North & South America , 

1953. , P 48 . 
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From this quotation it is quite obvious that Greek Orthodoxy 

doesn't hold a clear doctrine of Purgatory. That this is so, 

is even clearer from the previous question in Callinicos 's 

The Greek Orthodox Catechisrn: 129 

' These are the two future states [Paradise and Hell),130 de­

picted in Holy Scripture; which has never expressed anything 

whatever concerning a third state, such as a temporary Purga­

tory in which the souls are supposed to undergo, as through 

a fire, their purification from the stains of certain sins, 

before ultimately reaching Paradise. ' 

This Greel< unwillingness to define a doctrine of Purgatory 

beyond the idea of souls enj oying a foretaste of their final 

state, was apparent in the ecumenical discussions at the Coun­

cil of Florence (1438)131 where the Greeks emphasized that 

the soul awaits ·the Final Judgement but is not purified by 

fire, as the Catholic West taught. 

What evidence is ttere in St. John's writings for a Purgatory 

after this life? 

Apart from the inference from his chapter on the Descent of 

129 . op. cit. p 48, Q 66. 

130 . The writer of this thesis has supplied the words in brackets, 

131. For a brief outline, cf. New Cath. Encyclopaedia, Vol. 

5, pp 972 - 973. 
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Christ to Hades, an inference which was explained in the previous 

section, there is no explicit reference to Purgatory as the 

intermediate state of the faithful departed before they enter 

Paradise. The whole De Fide Orthodoxa has nothing explicit 

to say about Purgatory. The only help we obtain is from dubious 

works of St. John of Damascus, such as De his gui in fide dormier-

unt , of which the commentator on De Fide Orthodoxa, Lib. IV, 

c . XXIX writes, referring to the author as "quem a Joanne nostro 

d ' t d 132 ~versum esse os en emus" 

From the genuine I,ri tings of St. John of Damascus 1{e can glean 

no doctrine of Purgatory other than that found in the Catechism 

quoted above or put forward by the Greek delegates to the Council 

of Florence in 1438. We can assume that Greek Orthodoxy has 

remained faithful firstly to the Biblical silence on Purgatory 

as an intermediate state and secondly to the Greek Fathers ' 

hesitance to define closely a matter inaccessible to kno1{ledge. 

The last of the Greek Fathers, St. John of Damascus, appears 

silent on the intermediate state as purgatory, not because 

all the Greek Fathers before him 1{ere silent on the matter, 

but perhaps because of the excesses of some purgatorial teaching 

and the danger of universalism, an error of Origen already 

condemned by the Council of Constantinople in 543 A.D. 133 . 

132 . Notae, Col, 1102 , PG XCIV. 

133 . J. Neuner S.J., J. Dupius S.Jjrevised ed.}: The Christian 

Faith in the Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic Church. 

London: Collins Liturgical Publications, 1983; p 682 . 
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The intermediate state of the departed has been approached 

in Greek thought mainly through the doctrine of the communion 

of saints and prayer for the faithful departed. This is illus-

trated by treatises of a selection of Greek Fathers: Gregory 

of Nyssa : De Mortuis: John Chrysost om: De Anima, De Morte, 

Quod mortu i non ita vehementer plangendi sint and a spurious 

work of John of Damascus : De his qui in fide dorrnierunt. 

It is important that we do not pass over in silence the last 

named work, even though it is uncertain whether St. John of 

Damascus wrote it, since the work embodies many insights of 

previous Greek Fathers. De his gui in fide dormierunt teaches 

that the prayers, alms and offerings of the fai thful are able 

to prevail on God to save from hell Christians who died with-

out proper preparation and "ho had lived carelessly, and to 

translate them to Paradise. The author of t his work quotes 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in Par. 4 of his treatise with 

reference to a priest 's prayer for one who has died: 134 

134 . De Eccles. Hier. Cap. VII. iv.; PG III Col. 560 A9 -

B3 . 



(Translation135 : "So then the prayer begs the divine Goodness 

first to forgive the departed one all- the sins committed on 

account of human weakness and then to allot him to the light, 

and to the land of the living, to the bosom of Abraham, Isaac 

and Jacob, the place from which travail, grief and groaning 

have fled.") 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (c. 500 A.D.) here teaches 

that priestly prayer can bring a departed Christian who has 

commi tted minor sins ¢t:.,«.v.Cf'AJ.7[['1'lI? ¢tcrtJ.l",F-.IP.f.'>? ....... . 

(Al0) into Paradise. It is not clear merely from this quotat-

ion i,hether it is a purgatory from which God brings the Christ-

ian or from Hell. Hm,ever, the thought is not that God, as 

a result of prayer, will only on Judgement Day allot the Christ­

ian to Paradise, but that He does so nOiL The 1(0/1 'ZiO'"-. ••••.• 

)1~ " '- TT '- ~ >/ "',A 
'tr-.~.l<~h .J..~~.~t;I.c..~Wr··· (Bl - 2) ("the bosom of 

Abraham, Isaac & Jacob") is not a purgatory but Paradise itself, 

a viei' which we find as early in Christian history as Luke 

16 vv 19-31 , where Hades is seen to be Hell, in contrast to 

the peace and rest of Abraham's bosom (Luke 16 v 23). Just 

as in Luke, so in Pseudo--Dionysius, the souls of the faithful 

135. Writer's Oim translation. _ 
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departed may enter Paradise before the Day of Judgement; but 

in Pseudo-Dionysius, a soul that has been faithful but had 

sins of weakness from which it has not r epented , can be saved 

by God through priestly prayer . 

In other words, it seems that there is in Greek thought some 

sort of Purgatory, but this Purgatory becomes eternal Hell 

if a saint has committed venial sins and is not prayed for 

after his death. Further, for some people, the prayers of . 

the saints will not have any use. Pseudo-Dionysius makes this 

point very clearly, lest prayer for the departed be seen to 

interfere "ith God's justice: 136 

136. De Eccles. Hier . Cap. · VII. VI. : Migne (ed.) PG III. Cols. 

560 C8 - 561 A7 
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(Translation137 : 'For if everyone receives from the divine 

justice a rel>'ard for those things which he has done in the 

present life, ,ihether good or evil things, and the departed 

one has completed his actions in this li fe , by what priestly 

prayer will he be allotted to another destiny against the re-

tribution he and his present life deserve? I well !mOl" that 

each I{ill have his lot accor ding to merit in accordance I{ith 

the Scriptures. For, it says, the Lord has decided, "Each 

I{ill receive a recompense for the things he has done in the 

body .. whether good or evil-,,13B But the true traditions of 

the Scriptures teach us that the prayers of the righteous, 

indeed in this life but much more after death , benefit only 

those Iwrthy of sacred prayers . Or hOI" I>'aS Saul helped by 

Samuel? Or hOI{ did the prophetic prayer help the Hebrel{ people?' ) 

The author of De his qui in Fide dorrnierunt assimilated this 

thinking from the Fathers before h im by maintaining that those 

I{ho led evil lives ,·[ould not be rescued from Hell by the prayers 

of the saints. He relates the follol{ing anecdote about Gregory 

Dialogus (Gregory 1 c540 - 604) 

137 . Hriter' s ol{n. 

13B. 2 Cor. 5 v 10 . 

, . , .... 
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( . 140 Translat10n : 'Then Gregory [who wrote]141 the Dialogues 

the Bishop of Rome, the antecedent [see] , [was] a man, as all 

know , who was renowned in holiness and knOWledge, with whom 

a divine and heavenly angel celebrated divine service [when 

he did]. He was once walking up a stone street, and stopping 

on purpose, made earnest prayer to the Lord who loves souls, 

on behalf of the forgiveness of King Trajan ' s sins. [Then] 

139 . De his ... , cap . 16; PG XCV, Col. 261 D2 - 264 A6 . 

140 . Writer's mm. 

141. Brackets supplied by translator, throughout the quoted 

passage. 
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he suddenly heard a voice corning from God and saying these 

things to him: "Your prayer I have heard and I grant pardon 

to Trajan. But you must no longer offer prayers to me on be-

half of the ungodly." That this is true and unexceptionable, 

all the East and West is witness') 

It is significant that this author refers to a Western bishop 

t o prove the point that the Catholic, or whole Church through-

out · the 'fOrld , believes in praying for the departed but not 

for the impious who have departed this life. 

The primary reason for praying for the faithful departed is 

that this action pleases God who loves people and intends us 

to pray for them. A little earlier in the same De his qui 

in Fide dorrnierunt, we find this explanation of the need to 

pray for the departed before the Parousia of the Lord comes 

and no time is left to pray for them: 

142 . Ps . 62 v 12. 

143. Gal. 6 v 7. 



• , 

144 . PG XCV Col. 253 All - C9 

, "-
uTI 
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(Translation145, 'For the sayings, "you shall repay each accord­

ing to his works,,146 and "Everyone shall reap what he has sown~147 

and things similar to these, have been said without doubt about 

the Parousia of the Creator and about the terrible judgement 

then, and the end of this world. For then will certainly not 

be a time for help, but all exhortation will be futile. For 

since all celebration will have been ended, there will be no 

business and trade. For where will the poor be then? Where 

will the divine services be? Where the singing of psalms? 

Where the charitable deeds? Where the good works? Therefore 

before that hour, let us corne to one another's aid, and let 

us offer the gifts of brotherly love to God who loves men as 

brothers and cares for people and for souls. For He welcomes 

especially well the things offered by their relatives and neigh­

bours to make good the shortcomings of those who departed this 

life prematurely, and so to speak, without preparation, and 

He considers them as meritorious work and deeds for the departed. 

For the Lord who loves men so wishes to be begged and to fulfil 

His own creatures' requests for salvation, and then He is all 

the more ,,,holly moved, not only when a man struggles for his 

own soul, but also when he does this for the soul of his neigh­

bour. For in this he is representing in himself the express 

image of God, and in gifts for others, as if seeking graces 

for himself, he embraces the limit of perfect love and obtains 

145. Writer 's own. 

146. Ps. 62 v 12. 

147 . Gal. 6 v 7 . 



• , 

- llO -

blessing from this and specially benefits his own soul along 

with that of his neighbour:') 

We see here how much the author emphasizes the doctrine of 

the communion of saints, not in terms of seelcing to give mess-

ages to the departed, as in spiritualism today, but in terms 

of the bend linking all the saints in love for one another. 

Instead of saying that nothing can be done for the departed 

in Christ, because Christ has done it all, the author urges 

Christians to benefit the souls of the departed by praying 

for them and giving gifts on their behalf . He supports this 

doctrine by showing God's love to be the incentive for prayers 

for the departed. For God wishes His people to care for the 

souls of their number, who have departed this life. Because 

God wants Christians to love and care for their faithful de-

parted, the action of doing so is imitating God's love. 

John Calvin, in condemning the purgatorial doctrines of the 

Roman Catholic Church, sho"ed how little he understood of the 

motivation adduced by the Greek tradition of prayer for the 

dead, when he wrote thus: 148 

'l'Ihen our adversaries, therefore, object to me, t hat to offer 

prayers for the dead has been the practice of more than thirteen 

148. John Allen (transl.): John Calvin: Institutes of the 

Christian Religion. Philadelphia: Presbyterian Board 

of Christian Education 1813. Westminister Press 7th 

American Edition. Vol. I, Bk. III, Ch. V, pp 741 - 742 
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hundred years I inquire of them, on the contrary, by what word 

of God, by what revelation, by what example, it is sanctioned. 

For they are not only destitute of any testimonies of Scripture 

in favour of it, but none of the examples of the saints there 

recorded exhibit any thing like it. Respecting mourning and 

funeral offices it contains many and sometimes long accounts; 

but of prayers for persons deceased, you cannot discover the 

smallest hint. But the greater the importance of the subject 

so much the rather ought it to have been particularly mentioned. 

Even the fathers themselves, who offered up prayers for the 

dead, saw that they had neither a Divine command, nor a legitimate 

example, to justify the practice . Why, then, did they presume 

to adopt it? In this, I say, they discovered themselves to 

be but men; and therefore I contend, that what they did ought 

not to be enforced for the imitation of others. For since 

believers ought not to undertake any thing without an assurance 

of conscience, according to the direction of Paul (Romans 14 

v 23), this assurance is chiefly requisite in prayer. Yet 

it will be urged, it is probable that they were impelled to 

it by some reason. I reply, Perhaps they sought some consolation 

to alleviate their sorrow, and it might appear inhuman not 

to give some testimony of their love tm.ards the dead in the 

presence of God. The propensity of the human mind to t his 

affection, all men knm, by experience. The custom, also, when 

received was like a flame, kindling ardour in the minds of 

mUltitudes. We know that funeral rites have been performed 

to the dead among all nations, and in every age, and that lustra-
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tions have been annually made for their departed spirits. 

For though Satan has deluded foolish mortals with these fallacies, 

yet he has borrowed the occasion of the deception from a true 

principle - that death is not an annihilation but a transition 

from this life into another. Nor can it be doubted, but that 

even superstition itself convicts the heathen before the tribunal 

of God, for neglecting all the ' concerns of a future life, which 

they professed to believe. Now, Christians, because they would 

not be inferior to the heathen, were ashamed to perform no 

services for the dead, as though they had .<[holly ceased to 

exist. ' 

To answer Calvin's arguments, we shall use the treatise De 

his qui in Fide dorrnierunt, which .vas probably .vritten in the 

eighth century, even if not by St. John of Damascus. 

Calvin's first argument is that even a practice 1300 years 

old can't be justified apart from scripture: if it cannot be 

justified from Scripture, it cannot be justified at all. Now 

this premise would not have been shared by the Greek Fathers. 

For them, the unbroken tradition of prayer for the departed 

and the examples of saints living after Scriptures were recorded, 

are sufficient justifications for the practice. However, they 

h ' l ' ld' 149 th used Judas Maccabeus' prayer for 1S s a1n so 1ers as e 

149. 2 Macc. 12 vv 38 - 45 
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first Scriptural example of prayer for the departed. 150 For 

Calvin, of course, the Apocrypha was not Scripture. 

According to De his qui in Fide dormierunt., the fact that 

the Apostles instituted prayer for the departed in the Holy 

Eucharist, and because the l;hole church has kept the practice 

ever since the Apostles' time, there must be some good r eason 

for it: 151 In other l>'Ords the author of this work regarded 

the tradition of the Fathers as stretching right back to the 

Apostles and thus having divine sanction. Furthermore, this 

tradition was seen as justifying the imitation of the practice 

of prayer for the departed throughout the Church's history. 

As to the Christians' fear of disgrace among the heathen l;ho 

burnt the possessions of the dead one along with him, only 

John Chrysostom (quoted by the author of De his gui in Fide 

dormieruntl seems to have urged the practice of prayer for 

d 'h h ' Chr" t' 152 the departe by comparlng eat en practlce to lstlan prac lce 

Calvin's assertion that this motivation l;as probably what led 

the Fathers to adopt the practice of prayer and of~erings for 

the departed, is untrue. We have seen how in In de his gui 

in Fide dormierunt the author shows his belief that the best 

motive for praying for the departed is in order to imitate 

the love of God who l;ants all to pray for and help one another 

not only in this life, but also after death. 

150 . cf. De His cui in fide dormierunt, Cap.3; PG XCV.Col. 249 B 

151 . PG XCV. Col. 249 B.C. 

152 . PG XCV. Col. 252 [c.6] C4 - D6. 



• , 

- 114 -

The final point of difference from Calvin, is that prayers 

of saints for departed Christians do actually benefit them 

by turning God's will to deliver Christians from purgatorial 

fire, or from Hell itself, if those Christians had""not repented 

from less serious sins before they died. It was not a question 

of prayers doing what Christ's death could not do, but of prayers 

releasing the love and grace of God so as to save those He 

wishes to save. However, it is true to say that the Greek 

church did not confidently pron~unce on a doctrine of Pur~atory, 

as the Roman Church did . The cautious hesitation of the Fathers 

on this topic is maintained. 

In concluding this section, we must repeat the conclusion that 

if St. John of Damascus did not write the treatise De his qui 

in Fide dormierunt then Callinicos' position in the Greek 

Orthodox Catechism, 153 that there is no evidence for a doctrine 

of Purgatory, was supported by St. John of Damascus, the last 

and definitive Greek Father. For throughout the De Fide Ortho-

doxa there is no explicit teaching of a doctrine of Purgatory . 

Was St. John's silence on this topic merely a tacit approval 

of the previous Fathers' views, or ,{as it a return to the silence 

of the Ne .. Testament on this subject, an e.--cpression of the 

. 154 t t· Church's necessary SIlence on those matters 00 mys erIOUS 

to inquire into? 

153. Callinicos C.N. : op. cit., p 48. 

154. De Fide Orth. Lib. I, Cap . I. 
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5. THE NECESSITY OF THE RESURRECTION FOR THE FINAL STATE OF 

BLESSEDNESS. 

Although St. John of Damascus has little to say of Christ's 

Descent to Hades, and less of the intermediate state of the 

faithful departed, his teaching on the resurrection is more 

explicit, albeit not original. Let us consider first his 

teaching on the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

5.1. THE RESURRECTION OF CHRIST. 

St. John's interest in our Lord's resurrection is mainly specu­

lative, as may be deduced from this passage: 155 

155. De Fide Orthodoxa, Lib. IV, .cap I. PG XCIV. Col 1101 

D - 1104 B5. 
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' After Christ was risen from the dead He 

laid aside all His passion, I mean His corruption or hunger 

or thirst or sleep or 1{eariness or such like. For, although 

He did taste food after the resurrection, yet He did not do 

so because it ,;as a la,~ of His nature (for He felt no hunger), 

but in the way of economy, in order that He might convince 

us of the reality of the resurrection, and that it "as 'one 

and the same flesh ,;hich suffered and rose again. But He laid 

aside none of the di visions of His nature, neither body nor 

156 . Acts 1 v 11 

157. Salmond, S.D.F. op . cit., P 74 . 
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spirit, but possesses both the body and the soul intelligent 

and reasonable, volitional and energetic, and in this wise 

He sits at the right hand of the father, using His will both 

as · God and as man in behalf of our salvation, energising in 

His divine capacity to provide for and maintain and govern 

all things, and remembering in His human capacity the time 

He spent on earth, while all the time He both sees and knows 

that He is one in substance with God the Ivord, and shares as 

Spirit of God and not simply as Spirit the uorship accorded 

to Him. Moreover, His ascent from earth to heaven, and again, 

His descent from heaven to earth are manifestations of the 

energies of His circumscribed body. "For He shall so corne 

again to you," saith he, "in like manner as ye have seen Him 

go into Heaven." , ) 158 

~,e meaning of Christians' resurrection stems from the meaning 

of our Lord's resurrection (a fact on ',hich St. Paul's exposition 

in 1 corinthians 15 is based). In terms of our investigation, 

all the aspects of our Lord's resurrection w"hich were conducive 

to His bliss uill be conducive to ours.. HOIf then did our Lord's 

resurrection increase His happiness? We have already seen 

in St. John of Damascus' thought that our Lord's resurrection 

shOl,ed us the future resurrection .,e as Christians .,ill ex-

perience. NOI, the first significant, note.,orthy advantage 

of our Lord's resurrection was that He "laid aside all the 
. • "-:11 2_~.a 

passions" ( mx."llrt.t./-~Y. 7ft.. 17'<1(7'1. p(j(l;UeTo .. . ....... PG XCIV 

Col. 1101, D1 - 2). 

158. Acts 1 v 11. 
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Why was this such an advantage, according to St. John of 

Damascus? 

First, st. John of Damascus does not by . 1[~(:J1""" mean 

"passions" in the sense of "emoti ons". He r eally means "bodily 

needs" like the needs for water , food , sleep and rest, or the 

feelings which r eveal such needs. Together with this he groups 

the corruptibility ( . .. I&.~ .. .... ... ) of the body. 

The fact that our Lord after Hi s resur rection "laid aside" 

or "put off" cor ruptibility means that our Lord could never 

die again : Hi s body ,;as so transformed that it '<auld never 

again die or become subject to suffering. We do not have to 

do here Iii th an emphasis on the bliss of our Lord's spirit 

because it had discarded the body . Against Apollinarius and 

Origenists, Gregory Naziazenus had already condemned such 

h ' 159 teac lngs: 

159. Epistola I ad Cledonem; PG XXXVII .Col . 181 A3 - B4. 
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(Translation160 : ' If anyone shoul d say that He has now laid 

aside the holy flesh and that the divinity is without the body , 

and that He both exists and ,.,ill corne without the assumed flesh, 

he does not see the glory of His parousia. For "here is the 

body nm" unless with what it has assumed? For indeed it has 

not been stored in the sun , according to the trash of the Mani-

chees, in or der to be honoured through disgrace; or poured 

into the air and dissolved, liJ<e the nature of sound and the 

flm, of an odour and the current of lightning not stopping . 

Where also is the fact of His being touched after the resurrec-

tion or His being seen some time by those who crucified Him? 

160 . Writer ' s mill . 
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For the Godhead by itself is invisible. But He shall indeed 

come in the body, as is my belief, and He will be such as appeared 

to the disciples on the mountain, or IoTaS shown to them, with 

the divinity overcoming the flesh. And just as we say some 

things to remove suspicion, so we write other things to correct 

new' errors. ' ) 

In other words, our Lord was raised as a whole person161 without 

there being any longer the inevitability of a termination to 

His life. This is hmr our Lord's discarding of ,.&.Qr>? .... 
needs to be interpreted. For St. John this is the most important 

characteristic of our Lord ' s resurrection: the incorruptibl e 

life of Jesus Christ as man and God. 

FOl101,ing on this, St. John adds that our Lord discarded "hunger 

, " 
and thirst, sleep and I{eariness , and other such things" (If{(.V<<J) 

" ("~ c;..-- "\ /" '"' \ "'" 
TS. XQft.. ~.l.rPl~ 1IlT.Y.Q"¥. *"P<{. .K~T.o.l?/.~(J(t.. .T.I>5 . . mw~7;"~ . . ... . . ) 

(PG XCIV Col. 1101, D2 - 3). These feelings and needs are very 

much a part of our present human nature, and at first it seems 

hard to imagine a human life without hunger and thirst and 

the need for sleep and rest. Why did St. John assert this 

of Christ? St . John would not have asserted that Christ dis-

carded these human needs unless he had believed that Christ 

~s supremely happy and blessed without them. It seems that 

the only real yearning of Christ, the yearning for full communion 

161. In modern terms, since Hans Kung and others have pointed 

out the meaninglessness of body - soul dualism: Edward 

Quinn (transl.): Hans Kung: Eternal Life? London: Collins, 

1984; P 137 
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with the Father unhampered by the restrictions of the body, 

but rather "with the divinity overcoming the flesh" (to use 

Gregory Naziazenus' beautiful phrase), was fulfilled when Christ 

rose from the dead. The beatific vision swallmved up all other 

yearnings and longings in such a way that if the latter were 

to continue 12.'{isting, they "ould strive in opposition to the 

beatific vision of Christ. For St. John of Damascus, the GreeJc 

idea of the body as a prison for the soul, at least as far 

as the lTtXlJlj... "ere concerned, must still have been a 

part of his thought, since our Lord's happiness lay partly 

in discarding the },(q(tff .... For the modern Christian, the 

discarding of the .7T-i.8. r; . . . . or at least the discarding 

of feelings of hunger, thirst and "eariness is more difficult 

to conceive. Further, if our Lord intended the "ords at the 

Last Supper, "For I tell you, I shall never, from no" on, drink 

from the fruit of the vine until the Kingdom of God comes,,162 
\~ .... ~ "'"t ~ ) .... ,-) -, " 

(/.I.I:ir,;.;· rat .;:u"y..J. (}z:q.Ot.l/1.lTl.-~ .q(/l"O. T.a(.l . xctV- .a1T.Q ... 
'"'.. ..., ~,::r C' c ~ . \ _ ,.. 

7'O.l! 16YJr.mj. Tf)·"f#-l(~(,)Q~ ·~<P.S· (J.CI. -r r~·O:C/.teLtX .... 
((JiJ..&oD.MGf).163 in a literal sense, it implies that 

our Lord himself even after the resurrection, still yearns 

for the corning of God's Kingdom and the "ine of that banquet 

It ,vas not, nonetheless, a wholly intellectual vision of God 

for 1Vhich Christ discarded the 7['«'&1 ... , but one in which 

162. Luke 22 v 18, writer's translation. 

163. Nestle-Aland (ed.): Novurn Testamentum Graece Stuttgart: 

Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft~ J: 898 , 26th Edition, p 233. 
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the humanity's yearnings became the fulfilled yearning for 

God's ful l communion, and i n this vision of God , our Lord still 

l ooks fon<ard to the day on which He shall corne again to j udge 

the living and dead. Human feelings ar e there in ··Christ still . 

but they are concentrated in His wi ll for our salvation . 

St. John explains our Lord ' s eating the piece of dried fish 
~ , 

(Luke 24 vv 42- 43) in terms of a('I<O.VQr~.. - God ' s 

pl an of salvation - whereby Christ ,fished to shmr His discipl es 

that the same human body which died, also rose again . St . 
:> , ., ./ 

John of Damascus clearl y states 0<1. fC4/. £iT~f,,)lq(q-£ 'Y. •..•• . 

(PG XCIV, Col . 1104 AI). The modern reader would seriously 

question whether St . John of Damascus hasn '·t denuded the humanity 

of Christ as it ,<as after the r esurrection . If Christ was 

not at all hungry but ate the fish to convince His disciples 

of the truth of His resur rection , will we, when we rise , be 

able to eat without feeling hungry beforehand? If "e do not 

f eel hungry and yet eat , for what purpose shall , ... e eat? Such 

questions St . John leaves unanswered , because they ,,"ere not 

important . 

Nevertheless , he adds the fact that our Lord laid aside aJJi'¥. 
1":" ""'t "'" /' ""'" Qt: . . r~~ . if£'. r ·t./C7£.r.:J:; r??-).? ... ("none of the parts of 

His nature " ) (PG XCIV . Col. 1104 A4) but retained body and 

soul with all their powers and as such sits at God's r ight 

hand . All the divini ty and humanity of Christ are used in 

His reign. His divi ne and human po,·,ers are used for our salva-
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tion , as He both wills it and works for it (PG XCIV. Col. 1104 

A8 - 9) , ,vhile par ticularly His divi ne pmver i s at work in 

His providence (rrpo.))()'cR..v. .. ), His maintenance (t;J;f.lY.7:9ffcr.W) 

and governance (K.LI j3ip lJ 'I <:r.'~ . . . . ) of all all things. 

This share in the di v i ne rule, follmving His ascension , is 

to be shared by all the r esurrected saints , as thei r humanity 

and their whole life .. ill be united to the life of God the 

World Ruler. Particularly in Hi s human capacity our Lord "remem-

bers the time He spent on earth, ",hile all the time He both 

sees and knmvs that He is ador ed by all rational creation,, 164 
,.. _:>, .... "" ) ~ r ,A" 

jt<CjhV'lfi'€"'l?(); . . 7.'4l."'. W" . T$?5= ffS . ~(f/ral/ . . O/P( ¥'.y ....... 4J. ~ . 
c ...... '" ,. 6J c" " \. 
t:lf-4J.l? TE. .h.'?1''-. . J/'y'~<r.~t:'.'.~) .. -> .vlT.O . . 7.7?>fQ'"lS. l1j?W.ls:'tI.~e.t.--

""\ \ ... / t" 

7?t.4 Tf> ..(I.OP' /:<ij-S .K.x:~r:r.c.Q-5 .... . .. PG XCIV. Col. 1l04,All-13) 

In this teaching, St . John maintains the relevance of our Lord's 

earthly life for the next life as .. ell as the continuity bet .. een 

this life and the next . The implication is that Christians, 

too, ",ill remember this life, '''ith its trials and its relation-

Ships, in the next life . Memory , therefore, .. ill be a character-

istic of human life after the resurrection , jilst as i t is no .. 

a part of this life . In addition , our Lord sees and knOl{S 

that He is ,mrshipped by all rational creatures. Christ ' s 

relationship to all creatures is enhanced after the resurrection: 

therefore His followers ' relationship to all creation ",ill 

also be enhanced after their resurrection. 

164. Salmond, S.D.F. op . cit. , P 74. 
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Finally, St. John of Damas~us elaborates on Christ's relationship 

to the Word: His soul !mOV1S He is united in hypostasis to 

the Word of God and is given the same ,varship as the Word, 
1Ji)'" / 

as "the soul of God" ( . . f(J{~OU. :t";f';. ....... ) (PG XCIV. Col. 

1104 A15). Christology was , for St. John, ' the main concern 

of theological ,;riting - hence here the detail about the relation-

ship of Jesus Christ the man to God the Word . We might feel 

something too Nestorian in this mind of separation, or today 

we might feel that if the Word was united to a man, Jesus Christ, 

then the union ,vas so complete that we cannot any longer speak 

of a relationship bet1Yeen God the Wor d and Jesus Christ without 

running the risk of thinking of our Lord as schizophrenic. 

The point of St. John's detail on this relationship betIYeen 

the Word and the soul of Christ, for our discussion, is 

to shmv the unity of God in Christ receiving all the >vorship 

due to Him, and taking up into Himself the assumed human life 

of Christ. This latter insight, the glorification of a human 

life , is profoundly important , for the Greek doctrine of deifi -

cation ,vas based on it. We, liJ<e Chirst, as Christ's follm;ers 

"ill be deified by sharing fully in corrnnunion " i th our Lord 

and thus sharing in His reign. 

5.2. THE RESURRECTION ON THE LAST DAY . 

The last chapter of St. John of Damascus' De Fide Orthodoxa 

deals in great detail "ith the future resurrection; he also 
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wrote of the r esurrection in his Commentary on 1 Corinthians . 

Our concern i s to demonstrate the necessity of his doctrine 

of the resurrection for the final bliss of the faithful. 

How central is the doctrine of the future r esurrection in St. 

John of Damascus' eschatology? Let us consider the first para­

-rr.::' ? 
graph of f IEfl-. . ~l:'1'\ <f:T.t;I.cr~t;.;)~ . • . . . • (Book IV ch. XXVII): 

(PG XCIV. Col . 1220 A - B1) 

( . 165 Translatlon : 'We believe also in the resurrection of the 

dead. For there will be in truth, there will be , a resurrection 

165 . Salmond, S.D.F.: op . cit . , p 99 
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of the dead , and by resurre9tion we mean resurrection of bodies. 

For the souls are immortal, and hence hOI, can they rise again? 

For if they define death as the separation of soul and body, 

resurrection surely is the re-union of soul and body, and the 

second state of the living creature that has suffered dissolution 

and downfall. It is, then, this very body, which is corruptible 

and liable to dissolution, that will rise again incorruptible. 

For He, who made it in the beginning of the sand of the earth 

does not lack the power to raise it up again after it has been 

dissolved again and returned to the earth from which it was 

taken, in accordance with the reversal of the Creator's judgement.') 

The first point that St. John makes is that we believe in a 

resurrection of bodies. In his commentary on 1 Cor. 15 v 11~6 

St. John of Damascus quotes St. PaUl ' s words to Timothy about 

Hyrnenaeus and Philetus who maintained that the resurrection 

167 has already happened. St. John explained how St. Paul in 

1 Cor. 15 is writing aga i nst this erroneous belief, a belief 

which St. John sees as the body not being raised, and the 

resurrection consisting of the purification of the soul 

"""I "" t! LJ ,," e 'v" 168 1''15 ·t"J,}S· o. Kcx..V~ff?(J,)· ~<r:r·t.:l)·1· PI. ·~~T.C5'T.t.5 ... . .. . 

166. 1 Corinthians 15 vv 35 - 44. 

167 . 2 Timothy 2 vv 17 - 18 

168. PG XCV. Col. 688 C12 
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This was the false heresy of Hellenism, which could not concei ve 

of man's final blessedness in terms of a soul happily uni ted 

t o a body. 

St . John Chrysostom in h i s De Resurrectione Mortuorum writes 

of how the bodies of the departed are called Q'".K~;>:!o/-9<.~o.<. .. 169 

('tents ' or ' temples') and applying 2 Cor . 5 v 1 to this, he 

notes the use of . l{cI.~l,I.ft3 . . . . . in 2 Cor. 5 v 1 t o show 

that the human body i s not obliterated and destroyed altogether 

so as never to be raised. Rather the body suffers di ssolution 

in or der to rise more radiant and brilliant . 

St. John Chrysostom further r efutes the Gnostic idea of an 

evil body, evil because i t is' material , when_in the same homily 

he distinguishes between corruptibility and the body and shows 

that death and corruptibility entered the world through sin 

whereas the body .was God ' s work. This leads to the conclusion 

that St. PaUl in ,rriting "we do not .wish to put off [the body )170 

did not mean "we do not wish to lay aside corruption of the 

body" but ",,,e wish to put on the body the clothing of immortality , 

h ' h h' f t'b' , ,171 aVlng taken off t e clot lng 0 corrup 1 lilty' 

With this background in mind , that the Christian yearns not 

to be a soul without a body , but r ather to remain a complete 

per son but with an immortal body , St . John of Damascus wrote 

169. PG L: Col. 427 

170 . 2 Cor . 5 v 4 

171. PG L: Col. 428 

I' 
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clearly that the Resurrect~on is a resurrection of bodies 

(PGXCIV CoL. 1220 A3). Souls cannot rise because they are 

immortal: this is not preaching the immortality of the soul 

rather than the resurrection. St. John is instead affirming 

the imcompletion of the soul without t he body. The resurrec-

tion joins together body and soul so that the creature which 

once lived, lives again - it has a "second state, or rising 

to life" It is therefore apparent 

why St. John of Damascus writes so little of the intermediate 

state of the departed. The creature, man, only really lives 

again "hen he rises on the Last Day as a new human being, and 

yet his soul survives death. His resurrection as complete 

human being body and soul , is necessary to. his life and his 

final blessedness. 

But what happens if there is no resurrection? St. John of 

Damascus St. Paul's expanded quota~on of Isaiah 22 v 13 in 

1 Cor. 15 v 32: 173 

St. John argues that if there is no resurrection, then "e all 

might as well live lives of pleasure. In essence, we might 

as well try to enjoy Paradise here and now, kno"ing that another 

172 . PG XCIV. Col. 1220 A4. 

173. Nestle-Aland (ed.): Ncvurn Testamentum Graece, 1979 ed., 
-' . 

p 468. 
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will never come. Secondly, if there is no resurrection, we 

don't differ from the animals whose only life is lived once, 

on this earth. These animals are then happier than we are, 

since in this life on earth , they have no sorrow. What St. 

John is really saying, from our point Jof view, is that there 

can be no Paradise without resurrection after this life. Even 

though the faithful departed have a foretaste of Paradise, 

this will be meaningless if the foretaste is not fOllowed by 

the whole banquet, the Paradise enjoyed by resurrected Christians. 

The second argument for the resurrection is also a moral one. 

If there is no resurrection, there is no God or Providence 

and no justice by "hich the wicked in this life will be punished 

hereafter or the righteous given rest and joy: 

PG XCIV . Col. 1220 B6 - C4 

' ;, 
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(Translation174 : 'If there is no resurrection , neither is 

there any God nor Providence , but all things are driven and 

borne along of themselves. FO~ observe how we see most righteous 

men suffering hunger and injustice and receiving no help in 

the present l ife, while sinners and unr ighteous men abound 

in riches and every delight. And who in his senses would take 

this for the work of a righteous judgement or a wise providence? 

There must be, therefore, there must be, a resurrection. For 

God is just and is the rewarder of those "ho submit patiently 

to Him. ') 

In modern terms , if there is no r esurrection, the doctrine 

of evolut i on is plausible, for then there is no God nor Providence. 

If wickedness will not be punished nor kindness rewarded, no 

Gcd exists, and everything happens by chance and by itself. 

The resurrection is therefore the means of reveal ing Gcd ' s 

justice and Hi s providence for those who love Him . 

But why can't the disembodied soul be the one that receives 

God's rewards , r ather than the soul and body? St . John's 

answer is that just as i n this life i t is not the soul that 

alone does evil or good but man as a complete unit does good 

and evil, so both soul and body must be rewarded, and not the 

soul alone . St . Augustine in De Civitate Dei , Book XXII, Ch. 

174. Salmond, S.D.F. (transl.): op. cit., p 99. 
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XXVII sums up the Christian teaching which could result if 

Plato (who said holy souls would return to bodies) and Porphyry 

175 (who said that souls will not return to evils) agreed: 

'Haec itaque non erunt nisi ilIa quae prornittit Deus beatas 

animas in aeternum cum sua aeterna carne victuras. Hoc enim, 

quantum existimo, iam facile nobis concederent ambo, ut qui 

faterentur ad immortalia corpora redituras animas esse sanctorum 

ad sua illas redire permitterent in quibus mala huius saeculi 

pertulerunt , in quibus Deum, ut his malis carerent, pie f i deli-

terque coluerunt.' 

( . 176 Translatlon : 'So these bodies will be none other than 

those which God promises, when he says that blessed souls will 

live for ever with their own eternal flesh. For I think that 

both would readily grant that those who agreed that the souls 

of holy men would return to immortal bodies, would permit them 

to return to their own, in which they endured the evils of 

this world, and in which they piously and faithfully served 

God in order to escape these evils. ') 

St. John of Damascus writes more firmly that Augustine about 

the active role of the body and soul together, in good and 

evil actions, that St. Augustine does here, but both theologians 

175. Green, William (transl. & ed.): St. Augustine: City 

of God. Loeb Class. Library, Vol . VII, p 350. 

176 . Green, William (transl.): op. cit., p 351. 
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recognized the necessary un~ty of body and soul for a complete 

and happy life,. a unity recognized much more fully by modern 

theologians. 

After quoting many passages of Scripture to motiv.ate and prove 

the resurrection from the dead, St. John of Damascus closes 

his mighty exposition of faith with these expressions of hope: 

(PG XCIV. Col. 1228 A) 



(T . 177 ranslatlon : 
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'We shall therefore rise again, our souls 

being once more united with our bodies, now made incorruptible 

and having put off corruption, and we shall stand beside the 

awful jUdgement-seat of Christ: and the devil and his demons 

and the man that is his, that is the Antichrist and the impious 

and the sinful, will be given over to everlasting fire: not 

material fire li]<:e our fire, but such fire as God would know. 

But those who have done good will shine forth as the sun with 

the angels into life eternal, with our Lord Jesus Christ, ever 

seeing Him and being in His sight and deriving unceasing joy 

from Him, praising Him with the Father and the Holy Spirit 

throughout the limitless ages of ages. Amen.') 

The Christian hope is not merely for immortality of the soul, 

but for the eternal blessedness of a complete human life, as 
..... _;:\ c. , 

St. John declares: 7(.Vy. . yr<j!~l?l1cr('}r.l? .e:).?Ot.l~}-?4=l ~ . 
~ ~ / 

1J:J<.-S . . a-~~?-y. ("our souls being once more united with 

our bodies"). The word . . 77:c!);(.y. ..... . is very important 

- it shmvs that st. John envisaged the soul's union with essent-

ially the same body, so that there is fullness of continuity 

betIVeen the first state of life on this earth and the second 

in a new universe. The wQr<l. 7lC;~r.}-? also shows the soul's 

need to be united \Vi th the body. In this \Yay, it is obvious 

that the resurrection is indispensable for the final state 

of the blessed, because of the Imy in which God has created 

177. Salmonc. S.D.F.: (transl.): op. cit., p 101 . 
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man. But, as we saw from S~ . John Chrysostom, it is not a 

corruptible body that the soul longs to be one with, but rather 

one that is immortal. Therefore St . John of Damascus adds 

the participle l:tfflr.T.?t'~.iy.<?,c...s ..... ...... . -... ("made 

i ncorruptible"). This is the human longing - not only for 

immortality of SOUl, but also for immortality of body. 

Finally, we shall have to stand before the tribunal of Christ 

to hear our judgements confirmed. There is no thought here 

of having been purified after death , but only of having the 

judgment confirmed which all people begin to experience after 

death. And after the condemnation of Satan, demons , Antichrist, 

the impious and the sinful , all hindrance to the bliss of the 

blessed is removed. Then at last "those ',ho have done good" 

will r eceive their re,;ard, but this is expressed in a way 

characteristic of the whole Greek tradition: .CAt .. cte: ..... 
.... ) 8i.' '-;t: J,,,,'>v:;// 

.... T<;:< .t;(f()(' . {;(. o/r;::{';).CfYns: .&-/'0/, 7"""T Q0::T.c.-Y.· . ... 

(Col. 1228 A9) ("Those "ho have done good "ill shine forth ... ,,) 

Here we see he>, he uses the image of light to e..'Cpress the final 

state of the blessed : in this way st. John bypasses the question 

of "hether the final state of the blessed is a re"ard or a 

gift of grace. He seems to imply that only at the end of 

time ''lill the righteousness of the righteous really fle>,er , 

since all evil hindrances will have been removed . Their light 

in this life may have been weak, because of the abundance of 

darkness , but then they "ill shine lilce the sun , with full 

brilliance . 
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The use of t he sun as an image of brightness to show the glory 

of t he glory of the blessed, also expresses the Greek idea 

of the deification of the elect . Athanasius used the images 

of sun and light to apply to God the Trinity, particularl y 

the relation of the Wor d to the Father as the rays of the sun 

178 to their source . Byzantine theology applied the sun and 

i ts rays to express Gcd's r evelatory energi es by which God 

is known but r emains unknowable in His being. So St. John 

of Damascus uses this image to express the glory of the elect, 

which is the glory of God , and t he communion of the saints 

and the angels with God , a communion "hich is deification and 

eternal life. 

Finally, the vision of God, the presence of God and the praise 

of God are t he elements constituting the eternal bliss of the 

saints . Being with the Lord Jesus Christ and in Him, Christians 

become part of the tree of life: therefore John of Damascus approp-
..... ~)." ....) - \ :> ""I 

riately uses the phrase : /(pit-. vv. yKT.OY. .T.1.V. . .cW ... «'<.fTat/. . 
> ~ ~ 

~t.lffa.;r.r/.>lJ'J? . . ~rffQFl!.o.~. (N.XCIV •. Col-. .1 228 .1>.12) .. 

("and bearing the unceasing fruit of gladness from Him,,)179 

So the Tree of Life, Jesus Christ , is indispensably the cause 

of the faithful ' s bliss and life. But it is not only the Lord 

Jesus Christ who is the bliss of the faithful. They praise 

178. Cf. for example, Athanasius: De Sententia Dionysii, 

24; PG XXV B.C. 

179. Writer ' s translation. 
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Him together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, and so the 

fruit produced and enjoyed by the faithful will be to praise 

the Blessed Trinity forever. 

5. CONCLUSION: This thesis has surveyed various aspects of 

St. John's doctrine of heaven in the light of Greek tradition 

previous to him. It has been found that the doctrine of the 

intermediate state of the departed plays a far smaller role 

in St. John of Damascus' writings than even in some Greek Fathers 

before him. Unlike the Western doctrinal developments, in 

the East St. John of Damascus was silent on matters of faith 

not deducible from Scripture as well. as handed down in the 

tradition of the Fathers: while in the West, purgatory was 

developing as a fixed doctrine and its .links with the doctrine 

of penance "ere being made firmer, in the East the doctrine 

of heaven as the final state of the blessed overshado>ved any 

doctrine of purgatory, so that holiness in this life ,vas given 

incentive by the picture of the final glory of the saints. 

This final glory St. John presents as the fulfilment of the 

saints' righteous in this life, and of their contemplation 

of God, begun in this life. We have investigated various aspects 

of the Paradise of Adam and Eve and have noted the importance 

of the tree of life as a symbol of converse "ith God, "hile 

the tree of knO>Vledge was viewed "ith doubt by St. John, as 

being in any way suitable for a Adam and Eve in their newness 

of life and faith. 
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Lastly, we have seen the indispensability of the doctrine of 

the resurrection to St. John of Damascus' eschatol ogy. We 

conclude that St. John of Damascus, though mainly a Christ-

ological theologian and writer on icons, a'lbeit not an original 

theologian, has bequeathed to the ,,,hole Church a surprisingly 

relevant eschatology of heaven, particularly for the twentieth 

century, because of his silence on so much that in the West 

caused dogmatic dispute,180 and becuase of his expression of 

the final state of the blessed in such rich imagery. 

180. Even St. Augustine had many matters concerning heaven 

,,.hich required much discussion, even in a work like 

De Civitate Dei. 

' :. 
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