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ORIGEN  AS  BIBLICAL  SCHOLAR 
AND  PREACHER  IN  CAESAREA

The homiletic activities of Origen of Alexandria in his Caesarean period 
are an important part of his work. Both Origenian scholars and church 
historians may fi nd it valuable to trace Origen’s exegetical develop-
ment after he moved from Alexandria to Caesarea, since so very litt le 
evidence of Christian homilies exists before his time. In fact, when we 
examine studies focused on Origen’s homilies and preaching activities, 
it is very surprising to see that there have been only a few studies on 
this topic. The reason why scholars up to now have paid litt le att ention 
to the aspect of Origen as a preacher or homilist could be explained 
by the fact that “often Origen is considered primarily as a biblical 
scholar or a systematic theologian,” as William G. Rusch pointed out.1 
What’s more, translations and research of Origen’s theological works 
like Peri Archon, apologetic works like Contra Celsum, and his Bibli-
cal commentaries tend to precede his homilies. Scholars just recently 
began to direct their att ention to the theme of “Origen as a preacher.” 

In spite of a lack of research on this subject, we have two informa-
tive studies in this area, that is, a short paper by Joseph T. Lienhard, 
“Origen as Homilist”2 and a recent monograph by Ronald E. Heine, 
Origen: Scholarship in the Service of the Church.3 These two studies writ-
ten by American scholars give us a very good key to surveying Ori-
gen’s homiletic activities, because Lienhard published an English 
translation of Homilies on Luke in 1996, and Heine published Origen’s 
Homilies on Genesis and Exodus in 1981, and the results of their research 
were largely refl ected in their studies. In preparing this work, I owe 
much to them.

(1)  The Westminster Handbook to Origen, ed. by J. A. McGuckin, Westmin-
ster, 2004, p. 177.

(2)  J. T. Lienhard, S. J., “Origen as Homilist,” in Preaching in the Patristic 
Age, ed. by D. G. Hunter, New York, Mahwah, 1989, pp. 36–52. 

(3)  R. E. Heine, Origen: Scholarship in the Service of the Church, Oxford, 
2010.
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In this article, I would like to trace at fi rst the development of Chris-
tian homilies until Origen’s time, and to deal with the religious and 
cultural situation of Alexandria where Origen as a biblical scholar con-
centrated on his theological activities and established his allegorical 
interpretation. As is known, Origen has been misunderstood or had a 
bad reputation, because his threefold exegetical method, especially his 
allegorical interpretation, could be also found among Hellenistic phi-
losophers and Gnostic groups to apply to various myths. Then I will 
turn to the latt er part of his life when he set up the offi  ce of preaching 
after he moved from Alexandria to Caesarea, in order to see how Ori-
gen’s Biblical scholarship which he developed in Alexandria was re-
fl ected in his homiletic activities, especially in the context of religious 
involvement with the Jewish Synagogues which Origen confronted in 
Alexandria and Caesarea. My argument is that when we take the ex-
egetical method of Origen, who had a keen awareness of the Jewish 
community around the Christian Church, into consideration, we can 
properly evaluate the intention of his homilies, especially his use of 
allegorical interpretations. 

Religious and Cultural Background 
of the Alexandrian Christian Community

To begin with the problem of Origen as a homilist in the Caesarean pe-
riod, I would like to survey Christian homilies up to Origen’s time. We 
can seek the oldest testimonies in the New Testament. Luke 4: 16–21 
describes Jesus preaching in the synagogue at Nazareth about a pas-
sage from Isaiah. Following practices of Jewish worship, the homily 
was probably part of the Christian liturgy from its earliest days. As far 
as the earliest testimony of the Alexandrian Christian community is 
concerned, we fi nd a very suggestive passage in Acts of the Apostles 
18: 24, “Now a Jew named Apollos, a native of Alexandria, came to 
Ephesus. He was an eloquent man, well versed in the scriptures.” Apol-
los makes his fi rst appearance as a Christian missionary in Ephesus. 
But if he is identifi ed as “a Jew... a native of Alexandria... well versed in 
the scriptures,” he might have been a Christian before he went to Ephe-
sus, for Luke describes him in Acts 18: 24–28 as one who “taught ac-
curately the things concerning Jesus.” From this Biblical testimony, we 
can speculate that there was a Christian community in Alexandria by 
the mid-fi rst century, for by c. AD 54, when Paul wrote his First Epistle 
to the Corinthians, Apollos had already taught in Corinth and Paul 
had encouraged him to visit Corinth again (1 Cor. 1: 12; 3: 5–9; 16: 12). 
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According to the general consensus among most current scholars 
of early Egyptian Christianity, Christianity reached Egypt from Pales-
tine in a form strongly infl uenced by Judaism,4 and we confi rm it not 
only from the Epistle of Barnabas which was att ributed to a converted 
rabbi from the Alexandrian Synagogue, but also from the Gospel of the 
Hebrews, which is thought to have been used by the Jewish-Christian 
community in Alexandria. Concerning these testimonies, we can add 
the evidence that Clement wrote a refutation against Judaizers,5 Ori-
gen criticized the Jewish custom of circumcision and fasting,6 and stat-
ed that there were some Christians in Egypt who haunted synagogues 
and churches,7 and both knew the Gospel of the Hebrews.

When Origen was born in 185 and brought up in Alexandria, this 
city was known as one of the most famous cultural metropolises in the 
ancient Mediterranean world, and att racted various pagan philoso-
phers and religious groups like Jews, Christians and Gnostics. A frag-
ment from the Commentary on John, which would have been a part 
of one of the books writt en in Alexandria, suggests that Origen knew 
Christians there who were circumcised and “wish to embrace Judaism 
openly” (Fragment 8). 

Concerning the structure of the Alexandrian Christian community 
in the second century, we know the list provided by Eusebius of seven 
men who allegedly led the Christian community in Alexandria in the 
time between Mark, whom he asserts fi rst evangelized Alexandria, 
and bishop Demetrius at the time of Origen.8 He appears to want these 
men to be understood as bishops of the Alexandrian Christian com-
munity, but his description is elusive and no other ancient Christian 

(4)  Heine, Origen, p. 26; Cf. A. F. J. Klijin, “Jewish Christianity in 
Egypt,” in The Roots of Egyptian Christianity, ed. by B. A. Pearson and 
J. E. Goehring, Philadelphia, 1986, pp. 161–175; D. T. Runia, Philo in Early 
Christian Literature, Minneapolis, 1993; B. A. Pearson, Gnosticism and Christi-
anity in Roman and Coptic Egypt (Studies in Antiquity and Christianity), New 
York, 2004; A. Jakab, Ecclesia alexandrina: Evolution sociale et institutionnelle du 
christianisme alexandrin (IIe et IIIe siècles) (Christianismes anciens, 1), Bern, New 
York, 2001.

(5)  Eusebius, The Ecclesiastical History, VI, 13, 3.
(6)  Origen, Commentaries on the Gospel of John, 114; Homilies on Leviticus, 

10. 2.
(7)  Origen, Homilies on Leviticus, 5. 8.
(8)  Eusebius, The Ecclesiastical History, II. 16. 1; 2. 24; II. 16. 1; 2. 24; 3. 14; 

3. 21; 4. 1; 4. 4; IV. 5. 5.
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writers mention them. Ritt er argues that the community was led by a 
presbyter system on the model of the Synagogue of the diaspora, and 
Heine accepted his suggestion.9 If the Christian community in Alex-
andria was so strongly Jewish, it can be supposed that no clear dis-
tinction between Christians and Jews was made until sometime in the 
second century. 

Alexandria and the Development 
of Allegorical Interpretation

Alexandria was also known for a philological center of Homeric stud-
ies. For the development of allegorical interpretation in Alexandrian 
cultural and religious sett ings, Maren R. Niehoff  shows in his recent 
monograph how thoroughly Alexandrian Jews, contemporary with 
Philo, were accustomed to Homeric scholarship. He tries to discern 
some traces of Homeric scholarship in the controversial situation 
of Philo with his Alexandrian colleagues from his Allegorical Com-
mentary, the Questions and Answers and the Expositions and says, 
“Philo’s ‘quarrelsome’ colleagues must be appreciated in this context 
of Homeric scholarship.... Unable either to off er a proper literal ex-
planation or to have recourse to allegory, they rejected certain biblical 
verses... they did not shrink from textual emendations of the Jewish 
Scriptures, hoping to restore their original consistency and beauty.”10 
According to Niehoff , “Philo insists for the fi rst time that extended al-
legorical interpretations are not a whimsical idea in the reader’s mind, 
but rather something Moses himself wished to convey.”11 

In my previous studies I have shown that Origen as a biblical 
scholar applied the Alexandrian philological tradition of Homeric 
studies to his Biblical exegetical method, to read and understand a 
Biblical passage using other Biblical passages.12 My first point is that 

(9)  A. M. Ritter, “De Polycarpe à Clément aux origins d’Alexandrie 
chrétienne,” in ALEXANDRINA: Hellénisme, judaïsme et christianisme à Alexan-
drie: mé langes off erts au P. Claude Mondé sert, Paris, 1987, pp. 163–165; Heine, 
Origen, p. 32.

(10)  M. R. Niehoff, Jewish Exegesis and Homeric Scholarship in Alexandria, 
Cambridge, 2011, pp. 128–129.

(11)  Ibid., p. 134.
(12)  M. Demura, “Origen’s Allegorical Interpretation and the Philo-

logical Tradition of Alexandria,” in Origeniana Nona, ed. by Gy. Heidl, and 
R. Somos, Leuven, 2009, pp. 149–158.
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Origen understands the study of Scripture to mean the study of the 
whole of Scripture. He was the first to draw attention to certain Books 
of Wisdom (Ecclesiastes, Job); his exegesis of Joshua and Judges has 
remained almost unparalleled in early exegetical literature.13 As Manlio 
Simonetti stresses, “no one before him had made a commentary in any 
systematic way on an entire book either of the Old Testament or the 
New Testament.”14 My second point is that Pauline epistles have great 
influence on his exegetical method of Scriptures. Origen characterizes 
his inquiry into the deeper meaning of the Biblical passage based on 
the Pauline term ἀλληγορούμενα from the Epistle to the Galatians 
4: 24 in contrast to the allegory used outside Christianity. In the Peri 
Archon, IV, 2, 6, Origen unfolds his exegetical method in detail as 
follows: 

And when writing to the Galatians and reproaching some who 
believe they are reading the law and yet do not understand it, be-
cause they are unware that there are allegories in these writings, 
he addresses them in a tone of rebuke: ‘Tell me, you that desire 
to be under the law, do you not hear the law? For it is writt en 
that Abraham had two sons, one by the handmaid and one by the 
free woman. He who was born of the handmaid was born accor-
ding to the fl esh, but he of the free woman was born according to 
promise. Which things contain an allegory. For these are the two 
covenants.15

It is important to note that Origen already adopted the Homeric philo-
logical method (Homer should be interpreted from Homer) when he 
undertook the Hexapla in Alexandria and developed his allegorical in-
terpretation based on the Alexandrian philological method (Scripture 
should be interpreted from Scripture) to make refutation against alle-
gories of Greek philosophers and Gnostics of his time which had been 
developed as a philosophical interpretative method of ancient myth.16 

(13)  Cf. B. M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Develop-
ment, and Signifi cance, Oxford, 1987.

(14)  M. Simonetti, Biblical Interpretation in the Early Church: A Historical 
Introduction to Patristic Exegesis, trans. by J. A. Hughes, Edinburgh, 1994, p. 40.

(15)  M. Demura, “Origen as Biblical Scholar in his Commentary on the Gos-
pel according to Matt hew XII,29,” Scr, 4 (2008), pp. 23–31; Eadem, “The Reception 
of the Pauline Lett ers and the Formation of the Canonical Principle in Origen of 
Alexandria,” Scr, 6 (2010), pp. 75–84.

(16)  M. Demura, “Origen’s Allegorical Interpretation and the Philologi-
cal Tradition of Alexandria,” p. 153.
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In the Peri Archon IV, 3, 8, Origen introduces the problem of Bibli-
cal exegesis by a sect of Jewish Christians called the Ebionites as the 
following.

Now that we have learned from him (Paul), therefore, that there is 
one Israel according to the fl esh and another according to the spirit, 
then when the Savior says, ‘I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of 
the house of Israel’ (Mt. 15: 24), we do not take these words in the 
same sense as do they who ‘mind earthly things’, that is, the Ebio-
nites, who even by their very name are called poor –for in Hebrew 
the word ebion means poor, but we understand that it is a race of 
souls which is called Israel, as the meaning of the word itself indi-
cates; for Israel means ‘the mind seeing God’ or ‘man seeing God.’17

The Ebionites were a sect of Jewish Christians, who kept the Jewish 
Law. Their name indicates that they practiced, at least originally, a 
voluntary poverty and simplicity of life, such as described in Acts 2: 
44–45, but no reference whatever to poverty of mind, as Origen de-
clares.18 This passage is introduced by Origen in the context of the 
Pauline understanding of two kinds of Israel, one is a literal mean-
ing (Israel according to the fl esh) and another is a spiritual meaning 
(Israel according to the spirit). Heine points out that Origen moves 
beyond Paul’s examples and applies his principle to other key people 
and places mentioned in the Bible.19

In the following, I would like to trace the development of Origen’s 
exegetical method in his homiletic activities in Caesarea. 

Origen’s Understanding of the Law 
in the Homilies on Exodus V.1

According to Eusebius, Origen moved from Alexandria to Caesarea in 
232 because of the irreconcilable diff erences with bishop Demetrius of 
Alexandria. Theoctistus, bishop of Caesarea, gave Origen the respon-
sibility of delivering homilies, and he set up as a preacher in the Cae-
sarean Christian Community. 

(17)  Origène, Traité des Principes III et IV, ed. by H. Crouzel et M. Si-
monetti (SC, 268), Paris, 1980, pp. 368–371. I use the English version of 
P. Koetschau, and G. W. Butterworth, Origen. On First Principles, New York, 
1966, pp. 299–300.

(18)  Koetschau and Butterworth, Origen. On First Principles, p. 300, n. 1.
(19)  Heine, Origen, p. 125.
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In the late fi rst and the early second centuries Caesarea was infa-
mous for its pagan elements, especially its connection with the Ro-
mans, who had destroyed Jerusalem and the temple, but around the 
end of the second century Jews began to move to Caesarea again, and 
the signifi cant Rabbinic schools of Caesarea began to fl ourish. The his-
torian Socrates records that Origen, once he had sett led as a priest in 
the church at Caesarea, preached on the Wednesday in Passion Week 
and on Good Friday at the liturgical gathering held on those days.20 
Origen is also known to have preached on several occasions in Jerusa-
lem and at a synodical gathering in Arabia.21 

According to Nautin, the Christian community in Origen’s time 
had three types of liturgical assemblies.22 The fi rst, and oldest, was 
the synaxis or assembly on Sunday, at which the Eucharist was cel-
ebrated. This assembly undoubtedly took place in the morning. Then, 
on Wednesdays and Fridays, there was an assembly in the afternoon, 
perhaps about three o’clock, which ended the fast customary on those 
two days. This assembly also included the celebration of the Eucharist. 
And fi nally, on every day but Sunday, there was an assembly early 
in the morning, which was not Eucharistic. The Eucharist assembly 
on Sunday had three readings: one from the Old Testament, one from 
the apostolic writings, and one from the Gospels. Here we can see one 
of his homilies which vividly reports on Origen’s preaching.23 Origen 
begins his Exodus Homily V, 1 as follows:

The Apostle Paul, ‘Teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth’ taught 
the Church which he gathered from the Gentiles how it ought to 
interpret the Books of the Law. These books were received from 
others and were formerly unknown to the Gentiles and were very 
strange. He feared that the Church, receiving foreign instructions 
and not knowing the principle of the instructions, would be in a 
state of confusion about the foreign document. For that reason 
he gives some examples of interpretation that we also might note 
similar things in other passages, lest we believe that by imitation 
of the text and document of the Jews we be made disciples. He 

(20)  Socrates, The Ecclesiastical History, 5. 22.
(21)  Eusebius, The Ecclesiastical History, VI. 19. 12; 33. 2–3; VI. 37.
(22)  P. Nautin, Origène. Sa vie et son oeuvre, Paris, 1977, pp. 389–409. Cf. 

Lienhard, “Origen as Homilist,” pp. 40–41.
(23)  Origen, Homilies on Genesis and Exodus, trans. by R. E. Heine, Wash-

ington, D.C., 1981, pp. 275–277.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:22:08PM
via free access



77Miyako Demura

wishes, therefore, to distinguish the disciples of Christ from dis-
ciples of the Synagogue by the way they understand the Law. The 
Jews, by misunderstanding it, rejected Christ. We, by understan-
ding the Law spiritually, show that it was justly given for the ins-
truction of the Church

Then Origen appeals to the way Paul read the law in 1 Cor. 10: 1–4: 

Let us see, however, what sort of rule of interpretation the apostle 
Paul taught us about these matt ers. Writing to the Corinthians he 
says in a certain passage, ‘For we know that our fathers were all 
under the cloud, and all were baptized in Moses in the cloud and in 
the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, and all drank the same 
spiritual drink’.

And after that Origen asks his audience:

What then are we to do who received such instructions about inter-
pretation from Paul, a teacher of the Church? Does it not seem right 
that we apply this kind of rule which was delivered to us in a simi-
lar way in other passages? Or as some wish, forsaking these things 
which such a great Apostle taught, should we turn again to ‘Jewish 
fables?’ It seems to me that if I diff er from Paul in these matt ers 
I aid the enemies of Christ”. And he encourages his congregation, 
“Let us cultivate therefore, the seeds of spiritual understanding 
received from the blessed apostle Paul, in so far as the Lord shall 
see fi t to illuminate us by your prayer.

When Origen’s situation in Caesarea is understood, then the im-
portance of his approach to the Law in this homily becomes more un-
derstandable. It may be that he had to defend the use of the Law in 
the Church as well as show how Christians read it diff erently from the 
Jews on the model of Pauline exegesis. Here it is important that both 
Paul and Origen did not think that the Jewish Scriptures became com-
pletely useless with the coming of Christ, but they became useless read 
in their literal sense concerning laws and practices. They continued to 
function in the role of prophecy and type.

Conclusion 

As we have seen, following practices of Jewish worship, the homily 
was probably part of the Christian liturgy from its earliest days. 
But Origen introduced Christian homilies on the model of Pauline 
exegesis of the Law in order to separate them from practices in the 
Synagogue, and in time Origen moved beyond Paul’s examples 
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and tried to apply his exegetical principle (Scripture should be 
interpreted from Scripture) to an entire book either of the Old 
Testament or the New Testament. Lienhard shows that the homily 
had three characteristics: being liturgical, it belonged to the order of 
Christian worship; being exegetical, it explained a text from the Bible, 
God’s living word for his people; being prophetic, it demonstrated 
the significance of the text for the hearers.24 So in his later life, Origen 
integrated his Biblical scholarship into his homiletic activities and 
advanced liturgical, exegetical and prophetic elements.

SUMMARY

According to Eusebius, Origen moved from Alexandria to Caesarea in 232 
because of irreconcilable diff erences with bishop Demetrius of Alexandria. 
Theoctistus, bishop of Caesarea, gave Origen the responsibility of deliver-
ing the homilies, and Origen sett led down as a preacher in the Caesarean 
Christian community. In the late fi rst and early second centuries Caesarea 
was infamous for its pagan nature, especially for its connection with the 
Romans, who had destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple, but around the 
end of the second century, Jews began to move to Caesarea again, and 
the signifi cant rabbinic schools of Caesarea began to fl ourish. Therefore 
Origen must have been confronted with a vigorous rabbinic community 
there. This study shows that when we take into consideration the exegeti-
cal method of Origen, who had a keen awareness of the Jewish commu-
nity around the Christian Church, we can properly evaluate the intention 
of his homilies, especially his use of allegorical interpretations.

(24)  Lienhard, “Origen as Homilist,” pp. 36–37.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:22:08PM
via free access


	Origen as Biblical Scholar and Preacher in Caesarea

