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chapter 1

People(s) of God? Biblical Exegesis and the 
Language of Community in Late Antique and  
Early Medieval Europe

Gerda Heydemann

Christians in late antique and early medieval Europe were accustomed to 
imagining their religious community as a people. The notion of the “chosen 
people”, the “people of God”, functioned as a governing metaphor for articulat-
ing the sense of belonging to a community which was at the same time univer-
sal and took multiple local forms, all-encompassing but exclusive in its special 
bond with God. Christian authors used the vocabulary associated with politi-
cal or ethnic communities—populus, plebs, natio or gens—to describe and 
define their community and its coherence, or to delineate its boundaries.

Christians encountered the metaphor of the people of God through their 
engagement with the text of the Hebrew Bible (“Old Testament”). The Old 
Testament narratives about Israel as God’s chosen people provided a powerful 
model for Christian communities. When Christian authors appropriated this 
model they had to explain the ancient biblical concepts to their contemporary 
audiences. In doing so, they linked the text of the Bible to the political vocabu-
lary of their own present. They not only drew on a common-sense understand-
ing of what it meant to belong to a people, but also sometimes explicitly 
reflected on the range of meanings and the usage of the relevant terminology. 
Biblical exegesis—the interpretation of scripture in the form of written com-
mentaries or sermons—therefore provides rich material for understanding 
the interplay between religious, political, and/or ethnic language in late 
Antiquity and the early Middle Ages.

This paper investigates how and why the terminology related to peoples and 
particular communities served Christian authors to envision (universal) 
Christian communities. What were the effects of the entanglement between 
religious and political visions of community, and how did they relate to shift-
ing political and social contexts? To explore these questions, I will take the 
history of interpretation of a specific biblical verse as a starting point. In the 
book of Deuteronomy, God rebukes the people of Israel for worshipping other 
deities besides him, warning them that he will retaliate by abandoning them in 
favour of another people: “They have provoked me with that which was no god, 
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and have angered me with their vanities: and I will provoke them with that which 
is no people [‘am/ethnos/non gens],1 and will vex them with a foolish people 
[gōj/gens]” (Deut. 32:21). This text, which was commonly interpreted as a pro-
phetic foretelling of the transition of the covenant to the Christians, raised 
interesting questions about the relationship between Israel and the other 
peoples, and about its status as a community chosen by God. By tracing the 
interpretation of this passage through selected examples between the Roman 
empire of the 3rd and 4th century and the post-imperial world of the 6th, it is 
possible to investigate how different exegetes, working in different political 
contexts and with different agendas in mind, conceptualized the role of the 
people(s) as political and ethnic entities within the Christian people of God.

Looking at the use and semantic range of the generic terminology for peo-
ples in biblical interpretation can also contribute to modern debates about the 
significance of ethnic identities for political organization during the period of 
transition from the 5th century ad onwards, when the Roman empire in the 
west was gradually replaced by a number of largely independent Christian 
kingdoms ruled by so-called barbarian peoples, such as Franks, Goths or 
Vandals.2 It provides an opportunity to explore the tension between wide-
ranging Christian visions of community and visions of smaller, more particular 
communities. What emerges from these debates is that in order to understand 
the shifting political role of the barbarian peoples, it is also necessary to under-
stand the corresponding concepts of community. As has been noted, terms 
such as gens (“people”) were used to describe a range of groups bound together 
by various criteria, from clans and extended families to ethnic groups, military 
units or political elites; but gens/gentes could also have religious connotations, 
designating “pagans”, “heretics”, or simply demons and vices.3 This suggests 
that rather than assuming any rigid distinction between ethnic, religious or 
political/civic identities, we should investigate the interplay of these elements 
in ancient and early medieval conceptions of peoples.4

1 Most Old Latin versions read non gens, while the Vulgate has qui non est populus. Unless 
otherwise noted, biblical texts and translations follow the version as used by the exegetes in 
their commentaries. The research for this article was funded by the Austrian Science Fund 
(FWF): F42 “Visions of Community”.

2 For an extensive discussion with bibliography see Pohl, “Strategies of identification”; see also 
the positions outlined in Halsall, Barbarian Migrations, 35–62; Geary, Myth of Nations, and 
the sometimes polemical articles in Gillett, ed., On Barbarian Identity, with the response by 
Walter Pohl. See also Pohl, “Introduction” in this volume.

3 For studies of the terminology see Gschnitzer/Werner, “Volk”; Zientara, “Populus-gens-natio”; 
Goetz, “Gens”.

4 Pohl, “Comparing communities”, 20–21.
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 Chosen People(s)

The biblical “chosen people” is a complex model of community, in which 
Israel’s identity is defined by religious, but also by ethnic and political factors. 
According to the biblical narrative, God has elected Israel and concluded a cov-
enant with his people. Israel’s status as chosen people is characterized most of 
all by the implications of the covenant: monotheistic belief, adherence to 
divine law, sacred rites such as circumcision and sacrifice, and rules of lifestyle 
such as food regulations or the keeping of the sabbat. In return for meeting 
these obligations, Israel receives divine gifts such as possession of the prom-
ised land or divine protection in war, but also the revelation of the law and the 
prophets.5 Apart from the common acceptance of the covenant and the law, 
notions of descent and lineage, a common territory, political independence 
(and its loss) and a shared history play a decisive role in the forging of Israel’s 
collective identity.6

The idea of the chosen people served to describe an ideal of community, but 
it was also a model of separation and demarcation.7 Israel is elected by God in 
contrast to the other, non-chosen peoples, who worship numerous other gods 
and have not received the law; it is a special people which adopts a distinctive 
model of community through the covenant with God. In the biblical text, this 
distinctiveness was expressed through the semantic contrast between ‘am (for 
the chosen people) and gōjīm (for the other peoples).8 The Latin versions gen-
erally reproduced this contrast by calling the people of God populus and the 
other peoples gentes (sometimes nationes). While this translation did not do 
justice to the semantic range of the Hebrew terms, which in some respect dif-
fers from that of the Latin ones, it did align the biblical terminology with the 

5 For an introduction into the theme see Nicholson, God and his People; Wells, God’s Holy 
People; Perlitt, Bundestheologie; and the papers in Kaminsky et al., eds., “A Covenant to the 
People”; from a sociological perspective: Smith, Chosen Peoples, 44–65.

6 For discussions of the negotiation of Israel’s identity in various books of the Hebrew Bible see 
the different approaches in Hendel, Remembering Abraham; Sparks, Ethnicity and Identity; 
Mullen, Narrative History and Ethnic Boundaries; Lemche, Israelites, 86–132; Grosby, Biblical 
Ideas; and the papers in Brett, ed., Ethnicity and the Bible. Cf. also Clements, “Gōj”, 967–68; 
Cody, “When is the chosen people”.

7 Schwartz, The Curse of Cain; Gruen, Rethinking the Other, 277–86; Bächli, Israel und die Völker; 
Crouch, Making of Israel, esp. 165–223.

8 Concise overviews: Hulst, “Volk”; Colpe, “Heidenbegriff”; see further Bächli, Israel und die 
Völker.
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terminology current in Roman historiography and political thought.9 There, a 
parallel binary existed between the Roman populus, characterized by a sense 
of political or legal/constitutional unity, and the gentes, which were perceived 
as “barbarian” peoples defined by common descent and characterized as 
uncultivated in contrast to Roman civilization. It is important to note that the 
opposition between ‘am/populus and gojim/gentes is not an absolute distinc-
tion between Israel and the other peoples, but rather a conceptual distinction 
between two “models of peoplehood”.10 It is used from an Israelite (or Roman) 
perspective to express differences with regard to religious status (Israel) or 
political organization and cultural identity (the Romans).

When Christian exegetes appropriated the biblical models and terminology, 
they had, generally speaking, two options. Christians either styled themselves 
as a new people of God after the model of Israel, claiming the title populus Dei, 
populus Christianus or “true Israel”.11 Like the people of Israel, this Christian 
people was defined first and foremost through its special relationship to God; 
membership in the community was dependent on faithfulness to God (and 
Christ) and on obedience to his commandments. As a typological counterpart 
to the Old Testament people of God, the Christian populus appears in exegeti-
cal texts in a largely equivalent function with the Church (ecclesia). It could 
either encompass the Christian world in its entirety, thus presenting an ideal 
notion of community, or be applied in quite specific terms to a concrete his-
torical embodiment of such a Christian people, for example to the congrega-
tion gathered in a church building as a liturgical community. The claim to 
being the new people of God could be formulated by asserting either continu-
ity or difference with regard to the biblical Israel.12 On the other hand, 
Christians could also identify with the gentes, who were called to believe in 
Christ and were destined to replace Israel as a people of God in the New 

9 Colpe, “Heidenbegriff”, 71–73; for Jerome’s Vulgate translation see Adams, The Populus of 
Augustine and Jerome, 84–108.

10 Geary, Myth of Nations, 52–56; Tugène, L’idee de la nation, 76–77. It should also be noted 
that the status of the gōjīm/gentes is by no means clear-cut or stable throughout the Bible: 
Gruen, Rethinking the Other, 287–307; Lohfink et al., eds., Der Gott Israels und die Völker; 
Hendel, Remembering Abraham, 3–30.

11 This has its roots already in the New Testament see, among others, Strathmann/Meyer, 
“Laos”; Bobichon, “Le thème du ‘Verus Israel”; Horell, “‘Race’, ‘nation’, ‘people’”; Kraus, Das 
Volk Gottes, esp. 347–61; Kok, “The true covenant people”; Johnson, Ethnicity and 
Argument, 218–33; Lieu, Christian Identity, 239–68. For an overview of the material in 
patristic exegesis see Dassmann, Die eine Kirche in vielen Bildern, 164–220.

12 Fredriksen, “Allegory and reading God’s book”; Siker, Disinheriting the Jews, 185–98; Lieu, 
Christian Identity, 75–86; Johnson, Ethnicity and Argument, 227–32.
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Testament, thus extending the idea of the chosen people to all other peoples. 
This peculiar combination of claims to election and universalism was expressed 
through the notion of the Christians a single people of God, but one which 
consisted of believers from many different peoples, a populus ex (diversis) 
gentibus.13 From a Christian perspective, the gentes however remained an 
ambiguous category. The calling of the gentes could refer to the calling of a 
diversity of peoples, but it could also mean the calling of individual “non- 

Jewish” or “gentile” Christians.14 Moreover, notions of religious alterity contin-
ued to be associated with the gentes. The Old Testament distinction between 
Israel and the gentes was often reinterpreted as a distinction between the 
Christian people of God and its opposites, namely pagans, heretics or Jews 
who rejected the Christian faith.15 It is perhaps due to this ambiguity that 
 writers increasingly chose other terms, such as gentilis (“heathen”) or the non-
biblical paganus (“pagan”), which became current from the 4th/5th century 
onwards, to express religious alterity.16

In biblical exegesis, visions of the Christian community remained closely 
tied to the language of the Old Testament, and Christians persistently used 
terminology taken from the semantic field of peoples and ethnic groups to 
describe their community. Yet exegetical texts remain under-explored as a 
source for our understanding of the early medieval concepts and terminology. 
One reason for this is that scholars have usually assumed that Christianity, as a 
universal religion, transcended particular political or ethnic identities, and 
that descriptions of the Christians as a people or the use of terminology of kin-
ship and common descent for the Christian community should therefore be 
understood in a purely metaphorical way. In recent years, such “ethnic argu-
mentation” to define religious communities has become the subject of renewed 
discussion in studies of early Christianity.17 Moving away from concepts of 
Christianity as a “disembedded religion” and from Christian identity as an 
“identity sui generis”, these studies have questioned the assumption that it is 
possible to draw a neat distinction between “religious”, “ethnic” or “political” 

13 Barclay, “Universalism and Particularism”; Buell, “Race and universalism”.
14 For discussion regarding the Pauline epistles see Scott, Paul and the Nations; Gadenz, 

Called from the Jews and the Gentiles; for a different interpretation see Heckel, “Das Bild 
der Heiden”. Cf. also the discussion in Johnson Hodge, If Sons, then Heirs.

15 Colpe, “Heidenbegriff”, 69–73.
16 Colpe, “Heidenbegriff”, 73–82. Gentilis, of course, was connected etymologically to gens, 

see Isidore, Etymologies 8.10.2–4, ed. Lindsay.
17 See, in addition to the studies cited in n. 11, Buell, Why this New Race?; Olster, “Classical 

ethnography and early Christian identity”; Townsend, “Another Race”. For a sceptical view 
see Gruen, “Did ancient ethnicity”.

Gerda Heydemann - 9789004315693
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:44PM

via free access



Heydemann32

<UN>

identities and communities in late Antiquity. They suggest that Paul and later 
Christian authors used the language of identity available in their societies to 
negotiate the status of the Christians in relation to both Jewish communities 
and the wider political context of the Greco-Roman empire, and that this was 
a world in which ethnic, religious and political modes of identification were 
much more closely linked than a modern viewpoint often assumes. Rather 
than starting from modern concepts of what a people is, we should therefore 
investigate the terminology in its multi-layerdness, and ask questions about 
its  concrete use and its argumentative functions in texts about Christian 
communities.

Although biblical exegesis is a highly specialized genre and thus often diffi-
cult to contextualize, these texts offer rich material for such a study. Exegetes 
adapted the biblical text and terminology according to their specific questions 
and problems, and to the shifting positions of their Christian communities 
within a broader social and political environment.18 Biblical exegesis was often 
the domain of scholarly elites, but the texts (or their content) were also widely 
diffused, for example through preaching. Many exegetes were also actively 
involved in the politics of their time, acting as bishops and local leaders, advis-
ers to kings or administrative officials. They approached the biblical text with 
their own intellectual and conceptual background, and their texts can provide 
valuable insights into late antique and early medieval concepts of peoples and 
how they are constituted.

With these preliminary remarks in mind, we can now turn to our case study, 
the interpretation of Deut. 32:21. Although few late antique commentaries on 
the book of Deuteronomy exist, the passage in question was often commented 
upon because it was cited by the apostle Paul in his Letter to the Romans (Rom. 
10:19). Romans, in particular Chs. 9–11, was a key text in patristic debates about 
the relationship between Jews and Christians; its central theme is the transi-
tion of the faith (and the covenant) from the Jews to all (non-Jewish) peoples, 
and the diverse modes in which believers from these groups have access to 
salvation. The interpretation of Romans was also connected to theological dis-
cussions of sin, free will, and divine grace, particularly from the end of the 4th 
century onwards—topics that lie beyond the scope of this paper, which will 
focus only on the question of the people(s) of God and its uses.19

18 For orientation see Karla Pollmann, “Forms, methods and functions”; Blowers, “Interpreting 
scripture”; Young, Biblical Exegesis. Valuable handbooks include: Kannengiesser, ed., 
Handbook of Patristic Exegesis; Saebo, ed., Hebrew Bible/Old Testament.

19 See Gorday, Principles of Patristic Exegesis; see also the overview of patristic interpreta-
tions in Schelkle, Paulus, Lehrer der Väter (with 376–77 for Romans 10:19).
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 Christianity and Empire: Origen and Ambrose

We will begin by looking at the writings of Origen of Alexandria (d. ca. 254), 
who discussed the Deuteronomy passage twice in his exegetical works. His 
Commentary on Romans, originally written in Greek, has been preserved (like 
many of his texts) only in the Latin translation made by Rufinus of Aquileia at 
the end of the fourth century, which means that we do not have unmediated 
access to Origen’s thought or wording.20 Origen was a very controversial figure, 
yet as an exegete, he exerted tremendous influence in the Latin West, and his 
work was read and used by many of the authors we will discuss later on. Origen 
originally wrote in a political context where Christianity was not a majority or 
“state” religion and Christians were periodically subject to persecution by the 
imperial power—Origen’s father died during the persecution of Septimus 
Severus. The Commentary on Romans was written in Egypt in the 240s, during 
a time of growing tensions between Christians and non-Christians within the 
empire, shortly before the renewed persecutions broke out under the emperor 
Decius.21

For Origen, the basic meaning of the passage “I will make you jealous of those 
who are not a people (non gens)” as cited by Paul was clear. It was a prophecy 
about the election of the (non-Jewish) Christians: “Doubtless, he is speaking 
here of Christians, who have been received by God, to the jealousy of the first 
unbelieving people (populus) and of the scorner”.22 Origen further explains 
that the Christians are supposed to function as a positive example for the 
unfaithful people of Israel. This, however, elicited the question of why, if the 
Christians have been elected by God as his new people because of their faith 
and devotion, the biblical text nevertheless seems to deride them by suggest-
ing that they do not even merit the title of a gens (or, alternatively, by calling 
them a “foolish gens”)? Origen’s answer is interesting because, incidentally, it 
reveals what he understood to be the characteristics of such a gens:

Each gens, for example the gens of the Egyptians, the Syrians or the 
Moabites, is distinguished by its own territory, language, habitus and 

20 The accuracy and trustworthiness of Rufinus’ translations has been much debated, espe-
cially in the case of the commentary on Romans, which is also heavily abbreviated: see 
Bammel, Der Römerbrieftext des Rufin, 43–104; Haither, Paulusdeutung, 14–22; and recently 
Chin, “Rufinus of Aquilea”, with further bibliography.

21 For a brief overview of Origen’s life and background, see Trigg, Origen.
22 Origen-Rufinus, Commentary on Romans 8.5, ed. Bammel, p. 663; trans. Scheck, p. 152.
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customs, as well as institutions. Syrians are never called Egyptians, nor 
are Moabites named Idumeans, nor Arabs, Scythians.23

Origen presents here a quite elaborate list of features which distinguish a peo-
ple that is remarkably similar to many (ancient and modern) lists which seek 
to define “peoples” or “ethnicity” through such a set of “objective criteria”. Like 
most such lists, it contains a common territory, language, shared culture and 
customs, as well as a degree of social or political organization (instituta) and a 
distinctive proper name (ethnonym).24 Notably, common descent or biological 
origin, perceived or otherwise, do not play a role in Origen’s argument. Another 
important aspect is that the list shows Origen’s understanding of gens as a term 
referring to the division of the world into a number of distinctive groups, each 
of which can be unambiguously addressed by its own ethnonym.25

It is precisely this particularism, of course, which according to Origen makes 
it impossible to characterize the Christians as a gens. Christians cannot be 
defined as a group through cultural and other criteria in the same way as these 
other gentes. Rather, Christian identity forms an overarching identity, which 
crosscuts—and can subsume—all these distinctive groups. Christians, Origen 
continues, are “not a single gens but are one people (populus) from all gentes. 
And for this reason Moses named them ‘not a gens’ as a supreme honour since 
they were not one gens, but can be called the gens of all gentes”.26 Thus, if it is 
possible to think of the Christians as a people at all, it is fitting to call them a 
populus. The Christian people of God is a universal community—only in that 
sense can it be called a gens, a gens omnium gentium. Belonging to the Christian 
people in this sense is not necessarily incompatible with membership in 
another gens as it would be for the peoples named in Origen’s definition, even 
if Christianity represents, to Origen at least, a much more important layer of 
identity. In this, the Christian community is not dissimilar from Roman impe-
rial identity, which is likewise supposed to be over-arching and inclusive.

Unfortunately, there are no Greek fragments for this part of the text which 
would make it possible to compare Rufinus’ Latin with the Greek terminology. 

23 Origen-Rufinus, Commentary on Romans 8.5, ed. Bammel, p. 664; trans. Scheck, p. 152 
(slightly modified, gh).

24 Smith, The Ethnic Origin of Nations, 22–30. Cf. Pohl, “Strategies of identification”, 6–8. 
Despite a remarkable general stability of such lists, the specific criteria could vary among 
different authors, as could their practical usefulness (or lack thereof) and salience in dif-
ferent contexts: Pohl, “Telling the difference”; Geary, “Ethnic identity as a situational 
construct”.

25 Cf. Pohl, “Strategies of identification”, 2.
26 Origen, Commentary on Romans, 8.5, ed. Bammel, p. 664; trans. Scheck, p. 152.

Gerda Heydemann - 9789004315693
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:44PM

via free access



35People(s) of God?

<UN>

This is, however, possible for Origen’s homily on Psalm 36, which contains a 
similar discussion of Deut. 32:21.27 There, Origen again explained why the 
Christians cannot be called a gens, using a similar argument: the term for 
the Christians as a (non-) people in the Deuteronomy passage is ethnos, while 
he referred to Israel as people of God as láos.28

Origen’s reasoning in these commentaries is reminiscent of similar argu-
ments used by Christians in apologetic debates with non-Christian Greeks and 
Romans. One of the central issues in these debates was the question of whether 
the Christian claim to universality was legitimate, and whether their religious 
exclusivism jeopardized their loyalty to their original ethnos and its traditional 
customs, or, an even more alarming problem, their political loyalty to the 
empire. In his apologetic work Against Celsus, Origen reported that his pagan 
adversary Celsus had raised precisely such a charge.29 According to Celsus:

the Jews were Egyptians by origin [genos], and left Egypt after revolting 
against the Egyptian community and despising the religious customs of 
Egypt […]. What they did to the Egyptians they suffered in turn through 
those who followed Jesus and believed him to be Christ; in both instances 
a revolt against the community led to the introduction of new ideas.30

The Christians were thus a particular group who, instead of sticking to the cus-
toms and religious practices of their ethnos, wrongfully raised universalist 
claims.

Origen’s exegetical argument in the homily on Psalm 36 reads almost like a 
response to such charges. There, Origen differentiated the Christians from 
both the gentes in the sense of pagans or gentiles and from gentes in the sense 
of peoples.31 According to him, they do not qualify as a gens because they lack 
numerical quantity and spatial cohesion. Again, he emphasized that the 

27 Latin text in Origen, Homilies on Psalms 36–38, 36.1.1, ed. Prinzivalli, pp. 56–59. The Greek 
text has only recently been rediscovered in a Munich manuscript, see Molin Pradel, 
“Novità origeniane”; Perrone, “Rediscovering Origen”.

28 I have used the transcription by Alex Poulos (Washington): <http://mapoulos.wordpress 
.com/origen>, accessed March 28, 2014. I thank the author for making it available to me, 
as well as Cinzia Grifoni (Vienna) for helping me with the Greek text. Meanwhile, the 
printed edition has appeared, see Origenes, Die neuen Psalmenhomilien, ed. Perrone, 
pp. 113–26 (at pp. 115–16 for the passage in question).

29 Schott, Christianity, 45–51; on the text, see Frede, “Origen’s treatise”.
30 Origen, Against Celsus 3.5, trans. Chadwick, p. 131. Schott, Christianity, 45–51, translates 

“ancestral custom” for “community”.
31 Origen, Homilies on Psalms 36–38, 36.1, ed. Prinzivalli, p. 56.
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Christian community does not overlap either with a people or a civic commu-
nity but rather crosscuts both of these: “there are few from this one city to 
believe, and others from another, and never in the history of our faith has an 
entire gens as whole been converted”. The Christians as a group, Origen con-
cluded, are thus of a different kind (genus) than other gentes—he names the 
Jews or the Egyptians—being gathered from many different peoples. Origen’s 
specific choice of Jews and Egyptians as groups with which to contrast the 
Christians matches Celsus’ argument, but it also makes sense given his loca-
tion in an Egyptian town with a large Jewish community.32 In a phrase left 
untranslated by Rufinus, Origen added that it is only after they have been 
united by Christ that the Christians can be called a people (ethnos).33

The question of the Christians as a gens/genus was a recurrent theme in 
apologetic contexts, and Christian authors developed a variety of strategies in 
response.34 When Rufinus translated Origen’s exegesis into Latin towards the 
end of the 4th century, he did so in the changed context of a Christian empire, 
when the apologetic debate was no longer so urgent and both Paul’s Letter to 
the Romans and Origen’s works had become the subject of different, inner-
Christian debates.35 The theme of the Christian gens Dei is peripheral to the 
main arguments pursued in the texts of Origen’s later readers; however, they 
did adopt and modulate it according to their specific concerns and changing 
political contexts.

One of the first Latin exegetes to use Origen’s homily on Psalm 36 was Bishop 
Ambrose of Milan, in a sermon addressed to a group of catechumens (new 
converts who were preparing for baptism). Largely following Origen’s exegeti-
cal argument, Ambrose explained how Israel had lost its exclusive claim to the 

32 See DeLange, Origen and the Jews.
33 In Rufinus’ Latin version, the Christians are instead equated with the “foolish gens” men-

tioned next in the biblical text, which is so called because, in contrast to Israel, they 
lacked the law and the word of God.

34 See Lieu, “Race of the god-fearers”; Young, “Greek apologists”; Horell, “‘Race’, ‘nation’, 
‘people’”, 132–34 ; Buell, Why this New Race, 52–59, 98–115; contrast Gruen, “Did ancient 
identity”, 17–20; and the classic study by Harnack, Mission und Ausbreitung, 259–89. 
Frequently, the Christian response to challenges from pagans and Jews was the exact 
opposite from the argument traced here, claiming that the Christians could indeed be 
viewed as a people with respectable ancestral customs and a distinct way of life. For 
Origen’s use of this strategy, see Johnson, Ethnicity and Argument, 8–9.

35 Bammel, “Augustine, Origen and the Exegesis of St. Paul” and “Rufinus’ translation of 
Origen’s commentary”; De Bruyne, “Introduction”, 1–24; Clark, The Origenist Controversy.
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status of chosen people to its Christian successor.36 The distinction between 
the people of God and the other peoples became blurred when Israel started to 
worship foreign gods and God retaliated by electing a new people, the Church, 
from among those previously considered unworthy (Ambrose speaks of an 
electio uiliorum). A new community, this time gathered from different peoples 
(plebs ex nationibus), acquired the attributes of the ancient people of God, 
namely the divine law, the revelations of the prophets and the new covenant.

Like Origen, Ambrose differentiated the Christian community both from 
pagans (gentiles) and from gentes and nationes as political or ethnic entities, in 
his case, Egyptians, Ethiopians, Syrians, Jews, and Arabs, suggesting that the 
Christian people derived its identity from a different basis.37 Interestingly, he 
stated that peoples regularly take their name from the territory—more specifi-
cally, the province—which they inhabit.38 From Origen’s list of criteria for 
what constitutes a people, Ambrose thus singled out only the aspect of territo-
rial coherence, explicitly linking it to an imperial framework, and the distinc-
tive ethnonym. He stated that in contrast to other gentes,

we Christians, who are assembled from diverse peoples [populi], cannot 
claim the name of a single gens; and since we do not have a name on 
earth, we acquire one from heaven, so that we are called people of Christ 
[populus Christi].39

This passage neatly highlights the tensions inherent in the Christian language 
of community. Although the respective status of Israel and the other peoples 
had been reversed and the distinction between the populus Dei and the gentes 
has theoretically become obsolete, gens remained problematic as a term for 
the Christian community as a whole, being trumped by the more adequate 
populus.

Ambrose is no exception here—indeed, many Christian authors like him, 
writing with a Roman cultural background in a Christian empire, clearly pre-
ferred populus as a concept for defining the Christian community. As men-
tioned above, populus as a term for the people of the covenant corresponded 

36 Ambrose, Explanation on Psalm 36, 6, eds. Petschenig et al., pp. 74–75. On the text, see 
Rondeau, Les commentaires, 149–54. The standard biographical account in English is 
McLynn, Ambrose of Milan.

37 Ambrose, Explanation on Psalm 36, 7, eds. Petschenig et al., p. 75.
38 On the relationship between provincial and ethnic identities in the later Roman empire, 

see Mitthof, “Zur Neustiftung von Identität”.
39 Ambrose, Explanation on Psalm 36, 7, eds. Petschenig et al., p. 75.
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well with the traditional Roman notion of the populus as a “people by constitu-
tion” current in political thought.40 Like the biblical people of God, the Roman 
populus was a political community which was bound together by written law 
and common political (or religious) action. It existed by virtue of consensus 
and contract, because of a shared will to community.41 And like the Christian 
people of God, it was assembled from many different gentes: Roman historians 
narrated how the Roman populus had come into being through the amalgama-
tion of diverse Italian peoples.42 In a Christian Roman empire, it provided a 
model for an overarching, inclusive identity, even if many Christian authors 
remained sceptical of too close an alignment between Christian universalism 
and Roman imperialism.43 By contrast, gens, with its connotations of common 
descent, being perceived as a form of belonging which was inborn rather  
than freely chosen, seems to have been more difficult to appropriate for the 
spiritual community of the Christians. Moreover, readers of Roman historiog-
raphy and ethnography continued to encounter the gentes as barbarian ene-
mies at the periphery of the Roman Empire. The tension between the gentes as 
part of the Church and the gentes as barbarians, pagans or unbelievers thus 
persisted.44

Similar observations can be made for Ambrose’s younger contemporary 
Augustine, who had heard Ambrose preach at Milan and later became bishop 
of Hippo in North Africa and one of the most influential Latin writers through-
out the Middle Ages.45 In his Exposition of certain propositions on Romans, 
written in response to a series of questions raised by a group of brethren after 
a joint reading of the biblical text in Carthage, we can observe how he bal-
anced the notion of the Christian gens with the idea of the people of God as 
a populus.46 He used the traditional contrast between the people of God and a 

40 Geary, Myth of Nations, 54–55. See above, n. 2.
41 The definition of the Roman statesman Cicero has become emblematic in this respect: he 

defines the state, the res publica, as the responsibility of the people (res populi). A populus, 
in turn, is not any multitude, but a congregation which is bound together by consensus of 
law and common interests (populum autem non omnem coetum multitudinis, sed coetum 
iuris consensu et utilitatis communione sociatum: Cicero, De republica 1.39, ed. Powell, p. 28).

42 Gruen, “Did ancient identity”, 4–5, with references to the sources; for more detailed stud-
ies, see Dench, Romulus’ Asylum; Farney, Ethnic Identity.

43 Pohl, “Strategies of identification”, 23; Adams, The Populus, esp. 17–22, 71–84 and 123–35; cf. 
also Dassmann, Die eine Kirche, 177–88.

44 Maas, “Barbarians”, 67–68; Chauvot, Opinions romaines, 429–59; Colpe, “Heidenbegriff”, 
69–73.

45 The classic study is Brown, Augustine of Hippo.
46 On the text, see Fredriksen, “Die frühe Paulusexegese”, 284–86.
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gens, with its connotations of right faith vs. idolatry and pagan worship, to 
suggest the possibility of transition from one status to the other. The Christian 
community (the “unwise gens”), he argued, had left behind the cult of idols 
and adopted faith in Christ, thereby shaking off the mark of its religious alter-
ity: its gentilitas. It thus ceased to be a gens, and accordingly, at this point 
Augustine called this community a populus.47 To support this idea of transfor-
mation from the status of a gens to the status of a people of God, Augustine 
reminded his readers of the apostle Paul’s argument that the boundary between 
circumcised and uncircumcised (between Jews and Gentiles) could be crossed 
through righteous behaviour.48

In the City of God, Augustine developed a similar idea regarding the transi-
tion from gens to populus with reference to the Old Testament people of Israel. 
According to Augustine, the Israelites were certainly a gens, albeit one that 
was chosen to fulfil a special function in God’s plan for the salvation of man-
kind, a gens prophetica (“prophetic people”), whose history and fate foreshad-
owed the coming community of the Christian Church or the “city of God”.49 
The establishment of the covenant between God and the Israelites through 
Moses on Mount Sinai marked the beginning of a special stage in Israel’s his-
tory, of its existence as a populus, a people defined by their obedience towards 
divine law.50

Augustine was also very interested in the plurality of gentes within the 
Christian Church, and in their positive role in salvation history. When speaking 
about the transition of the status of the chosen people to the Christians, he 
often juxtaposed the particularity of the old covenant with the universality of 
election in Christian times.51 Even so, populus remained the term preferred by 
Augustine to develop his vision of the Christian people of God. Significantly, 
the famous definition of the populus formulated by the Roman statesman 
Cicero was central to Augustine’s definition of the Christian community as an 
ideal polity (civitas) in the City of God.52

47 Augustine, Explanations on Certain Propositions on Romans 60 (68), ed. Divjak, p. 42.
48 Ibid.
49 Augustine, City of God 10.32, eds. Dombart et al., p. 312. See Corradini, “Die Ankunft der 

Zukunft”, 75; Fredriksen, “Allegory and reading God’s book”.
50 Augustine, City of God, 16.43, ed. Dombart et al., p. 549. Adams, Populus, p. 115; Marshall, 

Studies in the Political and Socio-Religious Terminology, 61–74.
51 Borgomeo, L’Église de ce temps, 49–73; Hübner, “Gentes”.
52 Augustine, City of God, 2.21 and 19.24, ed. Dombart et al., pp. 52–55 and 695–96; 

cf. Suerbaum, Staatsbegriff, 177; Adams, Populus, 17–22 and 123–35.
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 Gens Dei: Competing Visions of Community

There are, however, instances in which Augustine was compelled by the bibli-
cal text or the polemical context of his exegesis to engage with the notion of a 
Christian gens. This was the case in a sermon preached on Psalm 85 in the early 
years of the 5th century, where Augustine attempted to define the concept of 
gens in such a way as to delegitimize its use by a specific community, namely 
the Donatists.

The Donatists had existed as a separate (and highly successful) Church in 
his native Africa for almost a century, which defined itself in contradistinction 
to the wider imperial Church.53 The Donatists claimed that they alone had 
preserved the integrity of the Church in an uninterrupted line of episcopal 
succession, while accusing their Catholic opponents of having lapsed into 
apostasy during the Diocletianic persecutions and therefore compromised the 
purity of their Church and the validity of the sacraments. According to their 
opponents, the Donatists were an elitist and separatist group who had broken 
community with the empire-wide Catholic Church and remained stubbornly 
restricted to the confines of North Africa.

In the sermon, Augustine contrasted a psalm verse which predicts that all 
the peoples on earth will believe in God (Ps 85:9: “All the nations [gentes] thou 
hast made shall come and adore before thee, O Lord: and they shall glorify thy 
name”) with a biblical passage which speaks about the people of God as a gens 
in the singular (Prov. 14:28: in the multitude of the people [gens] is the dignity of 
the king).54 According to Augustine, the contradiction between these two bib-
lical passages was only apparent. They were, he argued, meant to convey the 
same message, namely that a Christian community would come into being 
which encompassed a variety of different peoples across the whole world: the 
“spacious people” (lata gens) of Proverbs 14:28 was equivalent to “all the nations 
[God had] made” of the Psalm. All these different peoples (gentes) had been 
united to form one single people (gens). Augustine thus redefined the Christian 
gens as a universal community. The many different peoples, he explained, 
related to the universal people of God in the same way as the many local or 
regional Churches to the Church as a whole. If it was possible to speak of the 
people of God as a single gens, it was because all the different gentes shared 

53 The classic study is Frend, The Donatist Church; see most recently Shaw, Sacred Violence; 
Brown, Through the Eye, 326–38.

54 Augustine, Enarrations on the psalms [EnPs], 85.13–14, eds. Dekkers et al., 2: pp. 1185–88.
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“one single faith, one single hope, one single charity, one single expectation 
[i.e., Christ]”.55

Augustine thereby stated his view of the ideal relationship between particu-
lar communities and a universal Christian identity. The term gens functioned 
to express the unity and shared sense of belonging of the Christians across 
these different particular communities. At the same time, Augustine took care 
to redirect the sense of belonging and loyalty of his congregation towards a 
spiritual, otherworldly community rather than any concrete human polity or 
local congregation. Christians could be said to belong to a gens in the same way 
that they could think of themselves as citizens in the heavenly Jerusalem, the 
celestial homeland (patria). Augustine linked membership in this gens with 
notions not of common descent, but rather of citizenship and civic identity as 
they were more commonly associated with the people by constitution, the 
populus.56

In this sermon, Augustine thus sought to establish a quite specific under-
standing of the people of God. He attempted to negotiate a balance between 
the notion of a gens Dei, a single, unified Christian people, and the plurality of 
peoples which constituted this community. It seems likely that this “universal 
vision” of the Christian gens, which he carefully established in a long and com-
plicated argument, was designed to exclude competing definitions of the 
Christian community, namely that of the Donatists.57

As Peter Brown has observed, the Donatist understanding of their Church 
was heavily inspired by the Old Testament model of the chosen people of 
Israel. Presenting themselves as the heirs of the biblical Israel, they applied 
claims to divine election and special favour exclusively to their own community.58 
For example, in the Acts of the Abitinian Martyrs, the Donatists appropriated 
the formula of the covenant (“and I will be their God, and they will be my  
people”) for themselves.59 Augustine’s opponent Petilian cited Psalm verses 
about Israel as an elected community threatened by hostile gentes to describe 

55 Augustine, EnPs 85.14, eds. Dekkers et al., 2: p. 1188.
56 Augustine, EnPs 85.14, eds. Dekkers et al., 2: p. 1188. For a discussion of the significance of 

Augustine’s choice of civitas (rather than, for example, regnum or corpus) as a leading 
metaphor and of its twin background in biblical and Roman political thought, see Ladner, 
Idea of Reform, 242–83.

57 For the importance of sermons and preaching as a means of communicating to and mobi-
lizing the wider population in the struggle between Donatists and Catholics see Shaw, 
Religious Violence, 409–33; Dossey, Peasant and Empire, 147–94.

58 Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 214–15.
59 Acts of the Abitinian Martyrs, 22, ed. Maier, no. 4, p. 89 (citing 2 Cor. 6:16).
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the status of the Donatist Church.60 Conversely, the Donatists challenged the 
Catholic claim to be the true Church because of their conformity and consen-
sus with other Churches throughout the Christian world. At the Conference of 
Carthage in 411, the Donatist representative argued before the imperial magis-
trate who adjudicated the dispute between the two Churches:

[The Catholics] define the name “catholic” by reference to provinces or 
peoples (gentes), whereas the name “catholic” signifies that which has 
the fullness of the sacraments, is perfect and unspotted; it has nothing to 
do with gentes.61

Augustine’s sermon on Psalm 85 was preached during a crucial phase in the 
struggle between these two Churches, when Augustine and his colleagues were 
finally gaining the upper hand against their Donatist rivals with the support of 
the imperial government. In 405 and again in 412, imperial edicts outlawed the 
Donatist Church as heretical, prohibiting its assemblies and confiscating its 
property.62 When Augustine emphasized the necessary unity among the vari-
ous Christian peoples within the single gens Dei in the sermon, he was arguing 
against what he perceived as an attempt to restrict the true Christian Church 
to one particular community among one particular people or province, that is, 
against a too restricted understanding of the chosen people.63 Emphasis on 
the notion of the Church as a plurality of gentes occurs frequently in the con-
text of anti-Donatist arguments in Augustine’s texts.64 A complementary strat-
egy, likewise frequently employed by Augustine against the Donatists, was to 
reject the notion of a single Christian gens, allowing it instead only in the 

60 Augustine, Against the Letters of Petilian 2.82.202, ed. Petschenig, p. 123.
61 Conference of Carthage (a. 411) 3.102, ed. and trans. Lancel, p. 1064. Markus, “Africa and the 

orbis terrarum”, 326.
62 Suggested dates for EnPs 85 vary between 401, 405 and 414/5. See Müller, “Enarrationes in 

psalmos”, 820. On the imperial edicts see Shaw, Religious Violence, 535–43; Brown, 
“Religious coercion”.

63 That Augustine had the Donatists in mind as the target of his argument is clear from 
explicit references to them which occur later in the text: Augustine, EnPs 85.15, eds. 
Dekkers et al., 2: p. 1188.

64 Tholen, Die Donatisten in den Predigten Augustins, 128f., 211–16. The argument of the uni-
versality of the faith among all the gentes is also made in the Acts of the conference of 
Carthage, see Conference of Carthage 1.55.30–105 and 3.98, ed. Lancel, pp. 644–51 and 1058 
(Augustine’s own statement).
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plural, as tot christianae gentes (“so many Christian peoples”), in contrast to the 
Donatist Church in Africa.65

In another sermon preached on the topic, Augustine responded to the 
doubtful questions of an imaginary interlocutor about the conversion of the 
gentes, asserting boldly that “we know that many barbarian gentes have already 
come to believe in Christ; Christ already possesses regions where Roman impe-
rial power has not yet taken hold”.66 Later in the same text, Augustine reacted 
to a Donatist attempt to relate the multiplicity of peoples (gentes) to whom 
Christ’s glory should be proclaimed to “the peoples of Getulia, Numidia, 
Mauretania or Byzacena” and thus not to foreign peoples, but to the provinces 
of Roman Africa. Augustine would have none of it: rather the passage referred 
to “all peoples, without exception”.67 Again, it is notable how much weight was 
given by both parties to assert the precise congruity between their vision of 
community and the biblical citation in question. The sermon also reveals how 
the mental map of both Augustine and his opponents was defined by the polit-
ical framework of the Roman Empire.68

 The Gens Dei and the People(s) of God in a Post-Imperial World

In the final section of this paper, I want to raise the question of how the prob-
lem of the gens Dei and the relationship between the people of God and the 
gentes was open for re-negotiation in a world in which the political framework 
of the Roman empire could no longer be taken for granted. In the course of the 
5th century, political power in the west had gradually shifted away from the 
imperial centre, as barbarian gentes such as the Visigoths, Vandals, Burgundians, 
Franks and Ostrogoths in turn came to rule former Roman provinces as king-
doms.69 I will consider the interpretation of Deut. 32.21 and related passages by 
two 6th-century exegetes, Verecundus of Iunca and Cassiodorus, authors who 
worked at the crossroads between the new political landscape in the west and 

65 The tot gentes Christianae is a recurrent phrase in Augustine, Against Cresconius, for 
example, 4.25.32; 4.37.44; 4. 43.50; 4.52.62; 4.66.83, ed. Petschenig, pp. 531, 542, 549, 560, 
582. See also Augustine, Letter 108.2 and 11, ed. Daur, pp. 65, 74; Augustine, Against the 
Party of Donatus, 3.3 and 9.25, ed. Petschenig, pp. 100, 124.

66 Augustine, EnPs 95.2, eds. Dekkers et al., 2: p. 1344. On the sermon and its anti-Donatist 
context, see Partoens, “Predigttätigkeit”, 395–401.

67 Augustine, EnPs 95.3, eds. Dekkers et al., 2: p. 1345.
68 On Christian-Roman triumphalism (and Augustine’s scepticism towards it), see Markus, 

Saeculum, 30–44; Brown, “Christianisation”; Pollmann, “Unending sway”, 186–91.
69 For the historical context, cf. the literature cited above n. 2.
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the empire in the east. Both were members of the Roman intellectual elite who 
had lived or worked under a barbarian regime for some time, Verecundus in 
Vandal North Africa and Cassiodorus in Ostrogothic Italy, but they also had 
contacts (not always pleasant) with the imperial court and spent some time in 
the capital Constantinople. Both Verecundus and Cassiodorus were careful 
readers of the work of their predecessors such as Origen, Ambrose or Augustine, 
and they adapted this tradition to define the place of their Christian communi-
ties in changing political contexts.

Cassiodorus, like Augustine, was profoundly interested in the Christian 
meaning of the gentes and their role within the universal Church.70 In his 
Commentary on the Psalms, written around the middle of the sixth century, he 
carefully sought to demonstrate that the Old Testament distinction between 
the chosen people and the gentes was no longer valid, and that in Christian 
times, it was possible for every gens to become (part of) God’s people. He inter-
preted the language of community contained in the psalms so as to suggest 
convergence between gens/gentes and the Christian populus Dei and to dis-
solve the contrast between the two biblical models of peoplehood.71

Building upon Augustine’s writings, Cassiodorus underlined the plurality of 
peoples (gentes) as one of the most important characteristics of the Christian 
Church. Throughout the commentary, he was careful to emphasize this notion 
of a universal Church spread among all the different peoples (ecclesia ex diver-
sis gentibus). But where the context of Augustine’s interest was first and fore-
most tied to his polemical arguments against the Donatists, for Cassiodorus, 
the role of the gentes in the Christian world became a theme in its own right.72

Cassiodorus also picked up on Augustine’s line of thought regarding the 
gens Dei to develop it into a concept for Christian self-definition. As we have 
seen, Augustine used gens to suggest a balance between the idea of unity and 
the plurality of peoples within the universal Church in an attempt to counter 
its particularist use by his Donatist opponents in his sermon on Psalm 85. 
Cassiodorus made a similar argument in his commentary on Psalm 82, but 
here it appears dissociated from its polemical context. Cassiodorus insisted on 

70 O’Donnell, Cassiodorus remains the standard biographical treatment; Vessey, “Introduction”, 
is very helpful on the modern historiographical tradition.

71 For a fuller study of the language of community in the Expositio see my “Biblical Israel and 
the Christian gentes”, with further bibliography on the Expositio.

72 Thus Cassiodorus often chose to relinquish the references to the Donatists contained in 
Augustine’s text. Compare for example Cassiodorus, Expositio Psalmorum [ep], 44.10, 85.9 
and 95.3, ed. Adriaen, pp. 409–10, 784, 863, with Augustine, EnPs 44.32; 95.3 and 5, eds. 
Dekkers et al., 2: p. 516, 3: pp. 1345–47. He did take over anti-Donatist statements in other 
places, for example ep 21.29, 71.11, 116.1 ed. Adriaen, pp. 206, 654, 1046.
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the appropriateness of gens as a term for the Christian people, explaining that 
this expression functioned to express the specific unity and mode of cohesion 
of the Christians as a group. Like a gens, its members shared a common origin, 
namely baptism.73 The language of genealogical origin and kinship (lacking in 
our previous examples) has the effect of “naturalizing” the community, under-
lining its deep-rooted character.74 In this context, it is also interesting to con-
sider the passages in which Cassiodorus explicitly defined the term gens. On 
the one hand, his definition is closely tied to notions of common genealogical 
origin. “Gentes means the peoples (nationes) divided throughout the whole 
world which, [each] distinct and separate, are bound together by a blood rela-
tion. For the word gens derives from genus”.75 Yet at the same time Cassiodorus 
was very well aware of the religious meanings of the term. All these different 
gentes, he continued, were called to the Christian faith.76 Cassiodorus was thus 
highly sensitive towards the multiple layers of the concept. Still, the contrast 
with Augustine (and his other predecessors) is very interesting. Rather than 
linking membership in a gens to civic identity as Augustine did in his sermon 
on psalm 85, Cassiodorus linked it to notions of common descent. This does 
not mean, however, that Cassiodorus was a more narrow-minded supporter of 
a biologist view of peoples. Indeed, his concrete use of the term gens is much 
more elastic than the narrow definition suggests—especially when he applied 
it to the Christian community, the boundaries of a gens became more perme-
able.77 What it does show, perhaps, is that Cassiodorus needed to carefully bal-
ance ethnic and religious meanings of the term gens in a new way. Many 
passages in the commentary suggest that, for Cassiodorus, the Christian gentes 
remain gentes in the “ethnographic” sense, social groups distinguished by 
common descent and/or political organization.78 By being integrated into a 

73 Cassiodorus, ep 82.5, ed. Adriaen, p. 783, commenting on the verse: They have said: Come, 
let us destroy them so that they be not a gens: Contrast Jerome, who dryly remarked that 
Israel/the Christians will cease to exist as a gens, as the biblical text implied, stating that 
they “will not be a gens, because they are God’s people (populus Dei)” (Jerome, Tractates on 
the Psalms, 82.5, ed. Morin, p. 91). To Augustine, God’s people in Christian times was indeed 
equivalent to the gentes, but only in the plural: EnPs 82.5, eds. Dekkers et al., 3:p. 1142.

74 Cf. Pohl, “Strategies of identification”, 3.
75 Cassiodorus, ep 2.9, ed. Adriaen, p. 46. Cf. also ep 78.1, ed. Adriaen, p. 733.
76 Cassiodorus, ep 2.9, ed. Adriaen, p. 46.
77 In Cassiodorus, ep 95.7, ed. Adriaen, p. 865 the gens, while still associated with common 

descent, can explicitly include foreigners; in ep 44.10, ed. Adriaen, p. 410, in a passage 
about the gentes within the Church, common descent is not listed as a criterium for 
belonging to the gens.

78 Heydemann, “Biblical Israel and the Christian gentes”, 188–93.
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universal Christian community, the gentes assume a providential meaning 
without losing their role as political or ethnic units. In this way, gens becomes 
an important tool to conceptualize Christian communities. Such an interpre-
tation also legitimizes the place of the gentes in a post-imperial world in which 
different peoples (gentes) and their kingdoms had become very important 
political players.

In this sense, it is not surprising that Cassiodorus’ interpretation of our key 
passage from Deuteronomy differed from that of most of his predecessors in 
that the gens Dei could be accepted as a metaphor for the chosen people with-
out problems. Cassiodorus dealt with the verse in a commentary on Paul’s let-
ter to the Romans. This text was a revision of an earlier commentary written by 
Pelagius shortly after 400, which Cassiodorus undertook for students and peers 
in his monastic foundation Vivarium in order to purge it of the “heretical” 
teachings on free will, human merit, and divine grace which it contained.79 
The underlying assumption in this discussion of the gens Dei is not that of a 
contrast between the Christians and a gens, or between the gentes and the 
people of God. To the contrary, it is underlined that the biblical passage con-
firmed the possibility of the gentes to become the people of God:

Before they [the gentes] believed in God, they were not a people of God 
(gens Dei). It is as if [God] was saying, “I call those who previously were 
not my people (gens mea), and they will believe in me”.80

According to this interpretation, when the biblical text says that the Christians 
are not a gens this does not mean that they lack status of a political or ethnic 
group; it simply means that they are not (yet) a people of God, a gens Dei. Once 
they have left behind their idolatry and start to believe, they can indeed achieve 
a status similar to the chosen people of the Old Testament (and eventually 
replace it). Gens has here displaced populus as a term for articulating the iden-
tity of the Christian community.81 The biblical image of the “non-people” is 
turned into a positive term for the people of God, by carefully differentiating 

79 Cassiodorus’ students later continued this work for the other Pauline epistles. See his 
description of his work in Cassiodorus, Institutiones 1.8.1, ed. Mynors, pp. 28–29. See 
Souter, Pelagius’ Expositions, 1:318–26; Johnson, “Purging the Poison”. The text of the com-
mentary is most easily accessible (under the name of Primasius of Hadrumetum) in the 
Patrologia Latina 68, cols. 415–505, which I cite.

80 Cassiodorus-Pelagius, Commentary on Romans 10, ed. pl 68, col. 488A. Compare Pelagius, 
Commentary on Romans, ed. Souter, p. 84.

81 The same tendency to level out the distinction populus Dei/gens is visible at other points 
in Cassiodorus’ text, see Commentary on Romans 3, pl 68, col. 432D (Israel and the 

Gerda Heydemann - 9789004315693
Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:07:44PM

via free access



47People(s) of God?

<UN>

the gens Dei from the gentes in their pagan, pre-Christian state, when they had 
not yet received the law, worshipping idols and consulting astrologers instead. 
Cassiodorus, of course, took over this argument from Pelagius, but this is in 
itself significant given that he altered Pelagius’ text considerably at other 
points.82 In the passage under consideration, Cassiodorus seems to put more 
emphasis on the election of the gentes by adding additional comments, for 
example at the beginning of the paragraph, where he stated that the “vocation 
of the gentes to the faith” concerned not gentes as individual gentiles (prose-
lytes) who joined the Jewish community, but rather “the whole world”.83 Other 
changes he made helped to clarify the distinction between the “foolish gentes” 
and the gentes as elected by God. He also excused their previous ignorance by 
reference to the lack of an opportunity to attain knowledge of God and the 
law.84 Cassiodorus’ acceptance of the gens Dei as a concept for the Christian 
community fits well with his heightened sensibility for the theme of the calling 
of the gentes, as suggested by other additions and alterations in the commen-
tary, which would merit a fuller analysis than can be provided here. In any case, 
it seems that in the Commentary on Romans, this interest is mainly determined 
by reflections on the economy of salvation and on the gentes as objects of 
divine grace as opposed to the Jews. By comparison, in his exegesis of the 
psalms, it is very clear that Cassiodorus had the gentes in mind not only as a 
religious category, but also as concrete ethnic and political communities.

Although Cassiodorus was certainly not unique in his interest in gens/ gentes 
as a concept for Christian communities, this interest was most likely related to 
specific concerns of his time. His views, like those of Augustine, were formu-
lated against a background of competing ideas about the political and religious 
order. When Cassiodorus composed his Psalm commentary, the emperor 
Justinian was engaged in military campaigns against the Vandals, Ostrogoths, 
and Visigoths in order to bring the western provinces back under direct impe-
rial control. To legitimize these wars, the official propaganda of the court 
emphasized the “barbarian otherness” of the western kingdoms, as well as the 

Christians as utraque gens); 3, pl 68, col. 427D (Israel called both gens sancta and populus 
electus); 4, col. 435B.

82 For a discussion of Cassiodorus’ treatment of Pelagius’ text, see Johnson, “Purging the 
Poison”, 74–169.

83 Cassiodorus-Pelagius, Commentary on Romans 10, ed. pl 68, col. 488A.
84 A point which directly contradicted Pelagius’ theological view. Contrast Cassiodorus, 

Commentary on Romans 10, ed. pl 68, col. 488B, with Pelagius, Commentary on Romans, 
10.20, ed. Souter, p. 84, and see ibid. 1.19–21, ed. Souter, pp. 13–15 and the remarks by 
DeBruyne, “Introduction”, 36–37.
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heterodoxy of their rulers.85 Most members of the ruling elite in the barbarian 
kingdoms were homoeans (“Arians”), adhering to a form of Christianity which 
was considered heretical by the majority of the imperial population. To make 
matters even more complicated, many Romans in the western kingdoms dis-
agreed with the imperial version of orthodoxy which Justinian attempted to 
impose with increasing vigour throughout the Mediterranean. At the time, 
then, it was not only the political role of the gentes in relation to the empire 
which was problematic, but also their religious role in relation to the (impe-
rial) Church. Intellectuals associated with Justinian’s court promoted a notion 
of the gentes which differed significantly from that proposed by Cassiodorus, 
describing them as barbarian and heretical peoples who posed a threat to the 
Christian imperial order.86

In this sense, it is interesting to contrast Cassiodorus’ exegesis with that of 
his contemporary Verecundus, bishop of the North African town of Junca. 
Verecundus had experienced both the Vandal regime in North Africa, which 
had a tradition of strong anti-Nicene politics, and the collapse of that regime 
in the Justinianic wars of the 530s. Like Cassiodorus, he was a fierce opponent 
of the homoeans, but he also belonged to the many North African ecclesiastics 
resisting the religious policies of Justinian, who sought to achieve a compro-
mise with the miaphysites, who rejected the position on Christ’s two natures as 
they had been formulated at the council of Chalcedon in 451.87

Verecundus commented on Deuteronomy in the context of his commentary 
on the Old Testament canticles (a series of hymns taken from various biblical 
books for liturgical purposes). Unlike Cassiodorus, he used the biblical passage 
to draw a firm boundary between the Christian people of God and the gentes. 
According to him, the verse:

says that the Christians are not a gens, who are not like other peoples 
(nationes gentium)88 gathered together in one place, such as the Jewish 

85 Amory, People and Identity, 135–47; Mirşanu, “The imperial policy of otherness”.
86 For example, the court poet Corippus drew a very traditional contrast between the 

Romans and the barbarian peoples (especially the Berbers) in his account of the wars in 
North Africa. On this use of gens as a pejorative term to denigrate Roman opponents and 
express their alterity, see Modéran, Les Maures, 418f.; Opelt, “Barbarendiskriminierung”.

87 Little detail is known about his life: Bruns, “Verecundus von Junca”.
88 Nationes gentium is difficult to translate: perhaps it harks back to a distinction between 

natio as defined by a common homeland and gens as defined by common descent, sug-
gesting a group which unites both these features. For this distinction see for example 
Charisius, Ars grammtica, De differentiis, ed. Barwick, p. 397. I owe this reference to 
Cinzia Grifoni.
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gens (there were six hundred thousand gathered there), or whatever 
other [people], like the Gothic, Parthian [Persian] or Herul one.89

Following Ambrose, whose text he evidently used, Verecundus emphatically 
distinguished the Christians as a group from the gentes. But he updated 
Ambrose’s list of peoples, which was still very much part of a framework of 
imperial provinces, to hint at a world of contemporary gentes. Apart from the 
reference to the Jews, which is difficult to interpret, it is likely that Verecundus 
intended to enumerate groups who, in his view, destabilized the orthodox (or 
imperial) Christian order.90 Persians and Goths were prestigious enemies of 
the Roman empire, while various Herul groups were active both in Ostrogothic 
Italy and within the imperial army.91 Interestingly, the Vandals, the barbarian 
gens which was most important to Verecundus’ political experience, are not 
mentioned.92

However, the contrast between the Christians and these groups is clear. 
Unlike Cassiodorus, Verecundus did not suggest that these gentes would even-
tually become part of the new people of God, but rather went on to describe 
the Christians as a small and scattered minority, embattled by all kinds of (reli-
gious) opponents. “But we”, he claimed, “live dispersed throughout the whole 
wide world, we are few and divided between various places, staying in between 
schismatics, heretics, Jews and unbelievers”. And he concluded: “We are thus 
not called a gens, and deservedly so”.93 Verecundus, then, clearly did not con-
ceive of the relationship between the people of God and the gentes as a posi-
tive one; rather, he associated the gentes with the spiritual enemies of the 
Christians. For Verecundus, the different types of enemies of the (orthodox) 
Christian community, heretics and (barbarian) gentes, largely overlapped.94 
Thus, in the following passage, he combined the explanation of the “foolish 
gens”, the idolatrous people, with fierce anti-Jewish polemic and used the refer-
ence to the idolatrous practices (“and they have made be jealous with foreign 
idols, with that which is no God”) for equally fierce anti-Arian polemic.95

89 Verecundus, On the Canticles, Deut. 22, ed. Demeulenaere, p. 40.
90 For the Jews, interpretation is complicated not least because the number 600,000 is a 

reference to the ancient Israelites in Egypt (Exod. 12:37).
91 See Steinacher, “The Herules”, and Sarantis, “The Justinianic Herules”.
92 It is possible, however, that Verecundus tacitly subsumed them under “Goths”, which 

could be understood as a broad ethnographic category including Goths, Vandals, Alans 
and Gepids in the 6th century. See Steinacher, “Who is the barbarian?”, 439–41.

93 Verecundus of Iunca, On the Canticles, Deut. 22, ed. Demeulenaere, p. 40.
94 Verecundus, On the Canticles, Azar. 14, ed. Demeulenaere, p. 97.
95 Verecundus, On the Canticles, Deut. 22, ed. Demeulenaere, p. 39.
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The same link between the biblical gentes and heretics or schismatics 
appears at numerous other places in Verecundus’ work as well.96 With the 
notable exception of the chapter on Habacuc’s canticle, where the vocation of 
all the gentes to the faith is an important theme, the term is mostly used in a 
negative sense. Nowhere is the singular gens used to describe the Christian 
community. Populus generally appears to be a more neutral term in Verecundus’ 
text, and a populus christianus occurs a few times, but it is by no means always 
used in an affirmative sense. Verecundus’ vision of the Christian populus was 
one in which righteous Christians and wicked heretics coexisted side by side, 
and in which the true Church was always endangered by sin and persecution.97 
He deployed the differential collective terminology of the bible as an argument 
to separate the orthodox Christian Church from heterodox or competing 
groups. His choice to portray the chosen people as threatened by heretics and 
other enemies may have been influenced by his first-hand knowledge of the 
anti-Nicene religious policy in Vandal North Africa, as well as by his opposition 
to the religious politics of the emperor Justinian and the christological tradi-
tion of parts of the imperial Church.98

By contrast, Cassiodorus argued for the compatibility between the gentes 
and the traditions of the Roman-Christian world, and emphasized the possibil-
ity of cultural and religious accommodation. In his political writings, which 
Cassiodorus composed in his function as an office holder in the Ostrogothic 
kingdom (namely in the Variae, a collection of official correspondence), we 
can observe a strategy to deal with concepts and terminology of community 
similar to that which we have encountered in his exegesis. There, Cassiodorus 
underlined the “Romanness” of Gothic rule in Italy, thereby obliterating the 
conceptual boundary between Romans and Goths (and between the Roman 
populus and the barbarian gentes). The effect of this strategy was to demon-
strate that the Gothic gens was a legitimate political player.99 In Cassiodorus’ 
exegetical texts, it is the Christian perspective which makes it possible to affirm 
the potential integration of the gentes as legitimate actors in a Christian world 
through conversion.

96 Examples: Verecundus, On the Canticles, Exod., 15, ed. Demeulenaere, p. 13; Deut. 9, 
pp. 25–26; Deut. 18, p. 34; Az. 13, p. 94; Az. 14, p.97: Quia [Iudaei] utique in gentibus dissipati 
huc illucque feruntur, omnis ablata est dignitas prophetalis. Eadem fiunt uel cum haeresum 
nobis barbara saeuitia concitatur.

97 Verecundus, On the Canticles, Deut. 33, ed. Demeulenaere, p. 58: The Christian people is 
compared to a vine which contains both good and bad grapes.

98 On the religious policy of the Vandal rulers, see Merrils/Miles, The Vandals, 177–203, with 
further references; Modéran, “L’Afrique reconquise”.

99 See Heydemann, “Biblical Israel”, 150 with references to further studies.
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 Conclusions

In this paper I have looked at the ways in which Christian authors between the 
3rd and the 6th century conceptualized the Christian community as a people 
of God, and how they adapted the differentiated Latin terminology for peoples 
and the models of community associated with it. The study of the diverse 
interpretations of Deut. 32:21 reveals the considerable sensitivity of Christian 
exegetes for political and ethnic language, but also a remarkable elasticity of 
the terminology and changing ideas of what constitutes a people. In exegetical 
texts, gens can be defined as a geographic or cultural unit or in terms of com-
mon descent; it can refer to the universal Christian community, to the many 
peoples which constitute it or to its pagan and heretical enemies.

It seems that for the exegetes under study the different terms for “people” 
were useful as a conceptual tool because they made it possible to negotiate the 
status and identity of Christian communities. Concepts such as populus and 
gens functioned to claim a special status for Christian communities (in anal-
ogy to the chosen people of Israel), to express its mode of cohesion or to sug-
gest a “naturalized” sense of groupness which such communities otherwise 
lacked. At the same time, ethnic language was employed to draw boundaries 
between one’s own (“true”) community and those outside it, be they pagans, 
heretics, or (frequently) the Jews. It offered an opportunity to raise the ques-
tion of who actually belonged.

Although it would be misleading to suggest a linear narrative or to disregard 
the limits to the contextualization of exegetical texts, it is clear that the ways in 
which Christian authors conceived of the relationship between Christian com-
munities and other forms of political or social identification depends on their 
political context and polemical agenda. When Origen was first writing, he had 
to deal with a Roman political order that was not Christian. His discussion of the 
label gens for the Christian people of God may be linked to a broader debate 
about Christian identity, in which the status and the legitimacy of the Christians 
as a group within imperial society was at stake. Ambrose and Augustine devel-
oped their visions of the Christian community within the framework of a still 
functioning empire which increasingly came to define itself as Christian. 
Augustine argued against the particularism of a rival Christian group, the 
Donatists. While he devoted much thought to the religious significance of the 
gentes and their place in the Christian world, populus (along with notions of 
civic identity and community) remained conceptually more important to him 
than gens. Cassiodorus’ texts show that by the 6th century, the political and reli-
gious role of the gentes had changed and necessitated renewed reflection. His 
emphasis on the many Christian gentes who could claim to be (part of) a people 
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of God can be read as an attempt to make sense of a Christian world in which the 
imperial framework could no longer be taken for granted and had come to be 
displaced by other forms of political integration. Like Augustine, he reacted 
against competing visions of community. This shows that the idea of the chosen 
people always had the potential for concretization, and that it could be appro-
priated as a powerful ideological resource. In this context, it is interesting to see 
that Verecundus, writing at roughly the same time after the demise of the Vandal 
kingdom, made very different exegetical choices. The contrast between them 
can highlight how the biblical language of identity could be used both for for-
mulating an argument of inclusivity and compatibility and for othering outsid-
ers and promoting the exclusivity of one’s own particular community.

The use of ethnic language also shows how Christian visions of community 
were defined and negotiated in relation to a broader social and political order, 
and had to rely on corresponding categories of identification. Most of the time, 
the authors under study emphasized the primary importance of Christian 
identifications, which often lead to a spiritual or distinctly “religious” interpre-
tation of the language of community. Yet they were also concerned with the 
compatibility between Christian identities and other types of community. The 
common vocabulary related to “peoples” linked Christian and political visions 
of community, with the potential effect to legitimize or delegitimize concepts 
of social order or political claims from a Christian perspective.

The ways in which Christian exegetes conceptualized their religious com-
munity either by analogy or in contradistinction to a people invites compari-
son with other cultural and religious traditions. The tension between religious 
visions of community with universalist claims and the particular social and 
political contexts to which these had to be adapted was also relevant in Islamic 
contexts. The following contributions suggest some similarities, but also 
important differences in the use of political terminology to address religious 
communities (and vice versa). The distinction between “religious” and “politi-
cal” (or “ethnic”) communities and discourses is certainly not always easy to 
draw; yet a comparative perspective on overlapping visions of community can 
help us to better understand the dynamic interplay between religious visions 
of community and the formation of social identities.
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