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ABSTRACT 

 

 

In this dissertation I argue that Gregory of Nazianzus implements an allegorical 

interpretation of biblical creation texts in order to uphold the divinity of the persons of 

the Trinity against his later fourth-century Trinitarian opponents. Gregory’s polemic is 

motivated by his own theology and is anchored both in Scripture and in the Alexandrian 

tradition which he received. My approach of discussing Gregory’s thoughts on creation 

and the Trinity within his own context is new to the field of patristic studies. Many have 

studied the theme of creation in early Christian studies, but none of those studies are 

specific to Gregory as he employs them in his own polemical fashion. Others have aimed 

to connect Gregory’s thoughts on creation with ecology and liberation theology, but none 

pay careful attention to Gregory’s own historical situation and theological context. 

To accomplish this goal I survey Gregory’s works as they relate to the dual 

themes of creation and the Trinity. I consider Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria and 

their works on creation as gateways of influence upon Gregory. I study several of Basil of 

Caesarea’s and Gregory of Nyssa’s works as they discuss the theme of creation and I 

compare their approach to Gregory’s. Since Gregory’s opponents deny the doctrine of the 

Trinity as it was handed down to Gregory, his interpretation is situational in that 

Gregory’s historical context determines his scriptural exegesis. My study examines 

Gregory’s motives and methods which are determined by his historical context for the 

purpose of combating doctrine contrary to his and promoting accepted Trinitarian belief. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In this dissertation I argue that Gregory of Nazianzus utilizes the biblical concept 

of creation in order to maintain the divinity of the persons of the Trinity within the 

context of his later fourth-century Trinitarian opponents. Gregory’s historical and 

theological setting includes those who oppose Gregory’s own thought as well as the 

Nicene Creed, and as a result Gregory will use the theme of creation in order to argue for 

the divinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, which his opponents deny. Gregory’s 

thoughts on God are largely tied to his own milieu, and how the persons of the Trinity 

relate to creation provides a source whereby Gregory can argue and defend his theology 

in response to those who challenge his thought. Gregory’s polemic is passionately driven 

by his own theology and is rooted in the biblical and Alexandrian tradition which he 

received. 

The thesis of my dissertation connects Gregory’s theology and his own context 

specifically to the theme of creation and the doctrine of the Trinity; such an investigation 

is new to the field of patristic studies. There are several significant studies on the doctrine 

of creation in the early church, but none of them are specific to Gregory and his unique 

usage. There are also several works dedicated to certain areas of Gregory’s thought, but 

none of them, in the field of patristics, deal with Gregory’s polemical use of the doctrine 

of creation. There exists an interdisciplinary work which aims to draw a connection 
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between Gregory’s thoughts on creation with ecology and liberation theology, but that 

work fails to pay careful attention to Gregory’s own historical and theological context.1 I 

argue that Gregory appropriates the doctrine of creation for theological purposes that are 

tied to his historical and theological context of the fourth-century Trinitarian 

controversies. This dissertation is the first full-scale work in the field of patristics on 

Gregory’s polemical usage of the theme of creation; it will not investigate Gregory’s 

views of creation as an end in itself, but rather how Gregory’s cosmology relates to the 

Trinity and the controversy that ensued in the fourth century. 

In order to accomplish this goal I provide a brief overview of the available 

literature and translations of Gregory, arrange a brief synopsis of his life, and state why 

this dissertation is unique. I will necessarily incorporate Gregory’s Alexandrian 

forerunners in the faith, Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria, since their works on 

creation and the Trinity are a gateway of influence for Gregory and his own theology. I 

consider Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa and their works on creation. I also deal 

extensively with Gregory’s own works and context in order to argue that Gregory’s 

thoughts on creation are rooted in a theological agenda which seeks to defend the Trinity 

in light of his theological opponents who henceforth deny the Trinity. 

                                                 

1 Sigurd Bergmann, Creation Set Free: The Spirit as Liberator of Nature, trans. 

Douglas Stott (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005); trans. of Geist, der Natur Befreit: die 

Trinitarische Kosmologie Gregors von Nazianz im Horizont einer Ökologischen 

Theologie der Befreiung (Mainz, Ger.: Matthias Grünewald, 1995). 

http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
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I survey contemporary works dedicated to the study of Gregory and creation in 

chapter 1 of this dissertation.2 Since that review is narrow due to the limited attention this 

topic has received, I discuss the helpful contributions and flaws of Bergmann’s text, and 

how this dissertation differs. Specifically, this dissertation is written in the field of 

patristics; patristic scholars study the works of the early church fathers in order to 

decipher the meaning of their texts, and the external factors which influenced those 

writings. Frequently-studied sub disciplines within patristics are history, theology, 

culture, and biblical studies, and I write this dissertation in that field of study and within 

the parameters of those sub disciplines. 

 I also review the numerous translations of Gregory that are available today and 

note how the increase of high-quality translations has yielded a proliferation of scholarly 

secondary works on Gregory. I consult those works throughout this dissertation in order 

to supplement my own thesis, and to make corrections of other shortcomings in the field 

of patristics with reference to Gregory’s use of creation. Finally, I lay out a brief 

overview of Gregory’s life in order to set the biographical context for Gregory’s own 

approach to life and theology, and how aspects of Gregory’s life and ministry always 

influence his own writing. 

In chapter 2 I examine the roots of Gregory’s Christian influence as far as the 

themes of creation and the Trinity are concerned. Scholars demonstrate that Gregory 

relies heavily on his Christian literary predecessors, and with reference to creation and 

the Trinity, Origen and Athanasius influenced Gregory more than any other writer, 

                                                 

2 Ibid. 
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including Basil of Caesarea or Gregory of Nyssa. Origen and Athanasius have much to 

say on creation and the Trinity, and while the context of their writings differed from 

Gregory’s, Gregory is able to utilize their influence for his own purposes and polemical 

program. In chapter 2 I do not compare Origen and Athanasius to Gregory as such; the 

degree to which Gregory implements his forerunners is demonstrated in the final chapters 

of this dissertation. 

Origen’s prolific career yielded works of many different kinds and produced an 

abundance of thought on both creation and the Trinity. Since Origen wrote so much on so 

many different topics, I consider only four of Origen’s works. Chapter 2 includes those 

writings of primary influence on Gregory, and those which include specific reference to 

both creation and the Trinity. I discuss four of Origen’s works in chapter 2: On First 

Principles, Against Celsus, Commentary on John, and Homilies on Genesis. 

Athanasius’s context is a little closer to the situation in which Gregory finds 

himself: arguing for the Trinity in light of theological opponents. While Athanasius 

defends himself against the first wave of the so-called Arians, Gregory battled the more 

sophisticated second, and third-wave of Arians, who in addition also dismissed the 

divinity of the Holy Spirit. While Athanasius does not write as much about creation as 

does Origen, Athanasius’s works on the Trinity are very influential for Gregory as he 

sought to safeguard the Nicene cause. I examine four of Athanasius’s writings in chapter 

2: Against the Gentiles, On the Incarnation, Against the Arians, and Letters to Serapion. 

In the third chapter of this dissertation I argue that Gregory’s writings are better 

understood in the context of Gregory’s contemporaries, both those who influence him 

and those with whom Gregory considers his enemies. Since Gregory’s close friends and 
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colleagues, Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa, together with Gregory referred to as 

the Cappadocian fathers, write about the creation of the world, and since Gregory is 

aware of those writings, I examine those hexaemeral writings to the extent that Gregory 

utilizes or deviates from those works. I also introduce the three primary opponents that 

Gregory addresses in his writings, which provide the reader with a proper key to 

interpreting Gregory’s motives and reasoning for writing with such a polemical tone. 

Basil’s Hexaemeron is an exemplary text which describes the days of creation in a 

pastoral-didactic setting. Basil delivers his nine sermons, and later two additional 

sermons, in order to teach his congregation that God is the Creator of the world and is 

worthy to receive worship. Basil painstakingly walks his listeners through the days of 

creation in order to highlight the eminence and care of God in ordering the creation as 

told in the biblical narrative of creation. His account is not explicitly Trinitarian nor is it 

anti-Arian, in the broad sense of the term. Instead, Basil is more concerned with a careful 

and textual interpretation of the Genesis account of the creation of the world. I also 

discuss Basil’s Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John, not because it is a 

dedicated text on creation, but rather because Basil uses this Johannine sermon in order to 

draw the listener back to the Genesis creation account in a distinctively Trinitarian 

manner. Basil’s typical pattern with creation texts is to interpret them literally in their 

historical context, but not explicitly Trinitarian by means of allegorical exegesis. 

I also discuss Gregory of Nyssen’s Apologia to His Brother Peter on the 

Hexaemeron and On the Making of Humanity. These two texts, each written in response 

to and as an appendix to Basil’s Hexaemeron, follow the same manner of exegesis and 

interpretation as Basil in his own account on the days of creation. While Nyssen serves a 
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different audience, he, too, steers away from Trinitarian exegesis of the creation 

narrative. In On the Making of Humanity Nyssen recalls the image of God in humanity 

yet does not take the opportunity to speak out against his theological opponents, which 

sometimes overlap with Gregory’s. 

I briefly describe Gregory’s theological opponents, Apollinarius, the Eunomians, 

and the Macedonians, as targets of Gregory’s polemic, and those to whom Gregory uses 

the story of creation in order support his Trinitarian commitments which his opponents 

deny. He makes a break from his Cappadocian counterparts in order to apply theological 

exegesis as the basis for argument in describing the ancient text of the Hebrews and the 

creation narrative. His argumentation is more allied with Origen and Athanasius than 

with Basil and Nyssen, though he proceeds in a much more incisive manner than do the 

Alexandrians, addressing his enemies specifically and directly. In arguing this, I 

demonstrate that Gregory clearly departs from the exegesis of the other Cappadocians 

with reference to the biblical account of creation. 

After giving careful consideration to Gregory’s forerunners, fraternal colleagues, 

and contemporary opponents, I deal carefully in chapter 4 with Gregory’s own writings 

as they pertain to the theme of creation. His own cosmology is Trinitarian and polemical 

and is deeply influenced by Origen and Athanasius, though his method contrasts with 

Basil and Nyssen. Gregory frequently has disputes with the thought of Apollinarius, the 

Eunomians, and the Macedonians. Gregory’s approach is in line with his Alexandrian 

forerunners in that it is theological and polemical; the Cappadocian approach to creation, 

as I have identified above, is calculated, scientific, and historical in the pre-critical sense, 

and even anthropological in a biblical sense. Gregory interprets creation passages of the 
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Bible in order to defend his Nicene Trinitarianism against those who deny it, and his style 

is like unto Origen and Athanasius. It is not as if the Cappadocians do not uphold the 

Nicene cause—they do—but they choose not to engage in political battles in their 

exegesis of the pentateuchal text like Gregory does. 

Because Gregory has many orations, letters, and poems, each of which contribute 

significantly to his polemical cosmology, I dedicate chapter 4 to those writings composed 

during his Cappadocian ministry, ca. 359–379, and during his retirement years, ca. 381–

390. Chapter 5, therefore, includes those writings completed while in Constantinople. 

Gregory’s Constantinopolitan mission occurs between 379 and 381 and is a prolific 

period of time, especially with reference to his sermons. Gregory engages in many 

theological battles during this brief but contentious period, and his polemic is so dense 

that it requires substantial reflection to tease out and parse all of the charged rhetoric. 

After breaking down chapter 4 into the periods of Gregory’s Cappadocian 

ministry and his retirement years, I discuss each type of writing—his orations, letters, and 

poetry—in chronological sequence, as far as that can be deciphered. I demonstrate that 

Gregory’s setting always determines his delivery. That is, when his life does not involve 

political and ecclesiastical drama, his rhetoric is less emotionally charged. This is the 

case for many of his writings during his Cappadocian career. By laying out his writings 

chronologically, I am able to identify development in Gregory’s thought and to decipher 

his historical concerns and opponents. Gregory clearly argues during this period of time 

that the doctrine of creation is a sure and stable source for bolstering one’s faith in the 

persons of the Trinity. While there is much to be said about these concerns during this 
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time period, of the three major stages that I mention, Gregory’s Constantinopolitan stint 

and retirement years provide much more discussion on the issue at hand. 

After Gregory’s retreat and retirement from Constantinople, he spends the 

remainder of his years outside of the limelight of his previous, short but intense, public 

ministry. His final years are not spent in silence, but rather he continues on a smaller 

scale his local ministerial concerns, coupled with an ambitious literary project. Seeking to 

save face after a brief departure as president of the Council of Constantinople (381), 

Gregory writes four orations, approximately 150 letters, and several poems, some of 

which are remarkably theological, such as his Poemata Arcana. As far as his letters and 

poetry are concerned, this period of his life is the most prolific. Gregory’s polemical tone 

continues as quite accusative, especially in his earlier retirement writings. Though like 

many other periods of his life, Gregory defends the deity of the persons of the Trinity by 

using cosmological terminology. Most significant in this quest is his belief that the Son is 

eternally begotten of the Father. This idea cannot properly be understood without also 

describing the theological implications of creation, and it is indeed the doctrine of 

creation, and how the Son relates to creation, that Gregory most-tenaciously defends. For 

Gregory, the Son must be both part of the creation, in that the Son takes on humanity in 

Jesus of Nazareth, and also the author of it in that the Son is the Creator of the world, by 

the authority of the Spirit and at the command of the Father. Gregory elevates this charge 

even higher during his Constantinopolitan writings which I discuss in chapter 5. 

Chapter 5 functions as the capstone of this thesis because of the importance of 

Gregory’s writings during his Constantinopolitan years, which are the focus of that 

chapter. While chapters 4 and 5 should be read together as a two-part argument, chapter 5 
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demonstrates my thesis quite substantially. Gregory’s career in Constantinople between 

379 and 381 entails his pastoral work at the small house church in that city, and his 

perpetual theological battles with Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the Macedonians. I 

focus on Gregory’s writings during this period including his orations written before the 

Theological Orations, the five theological orations proper, and the Constantinopolitan 

orations composed after these orations. 

Gregory’s orations written before his Theological Orations are composed during 

379 and 380. The recipients of his orations during 379 are those who are members of his 

orthodox community. I will demonstrate in Ors. 20, 22, 24, and 32 that when he discusses 

creation he immediately seizes the opportunity to defend Trinitarian orthodoxy. In 380 

Gregory’s sermons (Ors. 33, 23, 21, 34, and 41) resemble an increased theological 

polemic as Gregory defends himself against his opponents before quickly turning to the 

offensive. Gregory proposes his theological position in which he confesses the full 

divinity of the Son and the Spirit, while using examples from creation, using Trinitarian 

models of creation, in order to present a superior Christology and Trinitarianism against 

his theological enemies. 

In the Theological Orations (Ors. 27–31) Gregory advances a lucid and robust 

model of the Trinity in the midst of theological controversy. Gregory’s theology in these 

orations revolves around carefully-worded counters against his theological opponents. 

Gregory’s response is rhetorical and polemical, and together these provide the backbone 

of Gregory’s extant Trinitarian model based on creation. In these five sermons Gregory 

exhibits a Trinitarian narrative of creation as support for believing in the three persons of 

the Trinity as they were confessed at Nicea and defended thereafter. 
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Gregory’s orations during 381 that were completed before the Council of 

Constantinople that same year portray Gregory’s desire to defend his faith to his orthodox 

community in Constantinople. In these orations (39–40) I demonstrate that Gregory does 

not repeat his tactics from the Theological Orations but rather he delineates how the 

Trinity works, not in relationship to itself, but in relationship to the world—that is, the 

economy of salvation. In Gregory’s discussions he employs the language of creation 

themes and the creation narratives themselves to the degree that they aid in his defense of 

the Trinity against his opponents.    

My dissertation is an investigation into the writings of Gregory of Nazianzus and 

those that influenced him most definitively. Gregory follows Origen and Athanasius, 

pivots from Basil and Nyssen, and rejects Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the 

Macedonians. He is selective in his appropriation of early literary materials, and his 

goals, though within the accepted realm of Christian orthodoxy, certainly reflect 

idiosyncratic concerns and both personal ecclesiastical and historical matters. This is the 

first substantial work of its kind to assert that Gregory’s cosmological conclusions are 

simultaneously polemical and theological, and that they argue convincingly in a manner 

of thinking that influenced merely every Christian generation that follows. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CONTEXT OF  

GREGORY’S THEOLOGICAL POLEMIC, A REVIEW OF THE LITARTURE, 

AND A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF HIS LIFE 

 

In this dissertation I argue that Gregory of Nazianzus uses the story of creation as 

theological polemic in order to defend the divinity of the persons of the Trinity within the 

context of the Trinitarian controversies of the later fourth century. I will accomplish this 

by studying Gregory’s cosmology and thoughts on the Trinity through the lens of the 

thought-world of Gregory’s context and as evidenced by Gregory in his own words and 

interpreted through his historical and theological context. I will demonstrate this through 

a study of Gregory’s theological forerunners, Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria, and 

their thoughts on the Trinity as it relates to creation, Gregory’s contemporaries—both his 

friends and enemies—and then by looking at Gregory’s theology firsthand through his 

writings and in his own context.  

Like many other Greek Christian writers in late antiquity, Gregory has received 

more scholarly attention in the most-recent decades than in the many prior. Scholarship 

has flourished in the recent past in both quality and abundance in many other fields of 

late antiquity besides Greek Christianity. While individual monographs and studies on 

Gregory remain relatively few, scholars in the field of patristics will admit that there is a 
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renewed interest and resurgence in scholarship which is due in part to the proliferation of 

translations of Gregory’s works into languages other than Greek. Especially helpful in the 

dissemination of Gregory’s works are modern translations which stem from Jacques-Paul 

Migne’s sixteenth-century Greek critical edition (Patrologia Graeca).1 Before the critical 

edition was compiled, Gregory’s works were translated into other Greek versions, as well 

as other languages such as Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Georgian, Armenian, Slavonic, and 

Arabic.2 Gregory’s writings were later made available in French in the modern critical 

edition series, Sources Chrétiennes, which includes the majority of Gregory’s most 

influential works, his orations. The French translations began publication in late 1969 and 

continued to be published into 1995.3 

                                                 

1 Gregory of Nazianzus (PG 35–38). See Denis Meehan, “Editions of Saint 

Gregory of Nazianzus,” ITQ 18 (1951): 203–19, for the state of the critical editions of 

Gregory, including studies of Gregory in both Latin and Polish. See also Gregory of 

Nazianzus, The Five Theological Orations of Gregory of Nazianzus, ed. Arthur James 

Mason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1899) for a critical edition of Ors. 27–

31, based on the texts available to him at the time of his publication. 

2 Gregory of Nazianzus, Autobiographical Poems, trans. Caroline White (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1996), xi. Johannes Quasten, The Golden Age of 

Greek Patristic Literature From the Council of Nicaea to the Council of Chalcedon, vol. 

3 of Patrology (Allen, TX: Christian Classics, 1995), adds Ethiopic to this list, 240. 

3 Publications of Gregory’s Orations in the SC series include Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 1–3 (SC 247) ed. and trans. Jean Bernardi 

(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1978); ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 4–5 contra Julien 

(SC 309) ed. and trans. Jean Bernardi (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1983); ibid., Grégoire de 

Nazianze: Discours 6–12 (SC 405) ed. and trans. Marie-Ange Calvert Sébasti (Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf, 1995); ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 20–23 (SC 270) ed. and 

trans. Justin Mossay (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1980); ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: 

Discours 24–26 (SC 284) ed. and trans. Justin Mossay (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1981); 

ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 32–37 (SC 318) ed. Claudio Moreschini; trans. 

Paul Gallay (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1985); ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 38–41 

(SC 358) ed. Claudio Moreschini; trans. Paul Gallay (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1990); 
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The most influential English translation for contemporary English-speaking 

scholars is Frederick Williams and Lionel Wickham’s translation of Gregory’s Ors. 27 

through 31.4 Gregory’s five Theological Orations, which are now his most-famous 

works, are some of his most explicitly theological writings, and it is here where much of 

the scholarship has landed. While Norris’s scholarly publication placed Gregory’s works 

in the hands of English-speaking academics, St. Vladimir Seminary Press’s publication 

extended Gregory’s influence to the popular level. Nevertheless, it did not necessarily 

guarantee that it would increase the amount of scholarship. The increase in scholarly 

literature is attributed to the translations into French in Sources Chrétiennes, but also in 

the many other translations into English. 

This chapter highlights the importance of studying Gregory in his own context, 

reviews the most significant, recent contributions in scholarship on Gregory, noting 

especially the influential translations of Gregory’s work, as well as the scholarly studies 

                                                                                                                                                 

ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 42–43 (SC 384) ed. and trans. Jean Bernardi 

(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1992); and ibid., Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours Théologiques 

27–31 (SC 250) ed. and trans. Paul Gallay and Maurice Jourjon (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 

1978). 

4 Gregory of Nazianzus, Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning: The Five Theological 

Orations of Gregory Nazianzen, ed. Frederick W. Norris; trans. Lionel Wickham and 

Frederick Williams (Leiden, Neth.: Brill, 1991). This edition of the Theological Orations 

includes an extensive commentary by Norris. The same translation is also produced in the 

much smaller and more accessible translation in ibid., On God and Christ: The Five 

Theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius, trans. Frederick Williams and Lionel 

Wickham (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), which also includes 

the first and second letters to Cledonius, the presbyter (Eps. 101–2). 



4 

on thematic themes, and it will conclude with a brief overview of Gregory’s life.5 

Regarding the secondary literature, several attempts are made to incorporate Gregory’s 

works from an interdisciplinary approach, and to this end I focus on Sigurd Bergmann’s 

writing.6 Gregory’s own theological rhetoric is important—he had many negative 

experiences, either in relationships, at church councils, or receiving the bad end of an 

ecclesiastical deal—and his arguments have a direct and intentional purpose. I will 

investigate this matter in this dissertation from Gregory’s own autobiographical work, De 

Vita Sua.7 When the Vita is read alongside some of Gregory’s other writings such as his 

orations, one begins to paint a clearer picture of how the events in his life shaped his 

theological tone. 

This study is necessary because a gap exists in current English scholarship on 

Gregory. While there are several studies dedicated to Gregory, there is no study dedicated 

to Gregory’s use of creation in the Trinitarian controversy.8 Several authors attempt to 

                                                 

5 I refer to Gregory of Nazianzus simply as ‘Gregory’ throughout. Since there are 

several Gregorys mentioned in this dissertation and because of Gregory’s central place in 

my writing, I refer to him simply as ‘Gregory.’ 

6 Sigurd Bergmann, Creation Set Free: The Spirit as Liberator of Nature, trans. 

Douglas Stott (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005); trans. of  Geist, der Natur Befreit: die 

Trinitarische Kosmologie Gregors von Nazianz im Horizont einer Ökologischen 

Theologie der Befreiung (Mainz, Ger.: Matthias Grünewald, 1995). 

7 Two translations are noteworthy and are found in Gregory of Nazianzus, 

Autobiographical Poems, trans. Caroline White (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1996), and ibid., Three Poems (FC 75) trans. Denis Molaise Meehan (Washington, DC: 

The Catholic University of America Press, 1987). 

8 A unique work on Gregory’s cosmology is Anne Richard, Cosmologie et 

théologie chez Grégoire de Nazianze (Paris: Institut d’Études Augustiniennes, 2003). 

Richard’s work is not yet available to English readers, though it is a helpful contribution 

http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
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write cosmologies on both Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria, but such attempts are 

not made for Gregory.9 There are several histories of the theme and interpretation of the 

creation story in early Christian literature, but most fail to mention Gregory.10 My work is 

the first in-depth study in patristics on Gregory’s Trinitarian cosmology as polemic. 

                                                                                                                                                 

to Gregory’s doctrine of creation ex nihilo. Richard does not discuss Gregory’s 

cosmology in terms of Trinitarian polemic against his theological opponents. The work is 

general in scope and does not contribute to Gregory’s polemical context and motivations  

against his enemies, which I provide in great detail. 

9 For Origen, see Anders Lund Jacobsen, “Genesis 1–3 as Source for the 

Anthropology of Origen,” VC 62 (2008): 213–32; J. A. Lyons, The Cosmic Christ in 

Origen and Teilhard de Chardin: A Comparative Study (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1982); Alan Scott, Origen and the Life of the Stars: A History of an Idea (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1991); and P. Tzamalikos, Origen: Cosmology and Ontology of Time (Leiden, 

Neth.: Brill, 2006). For Origen and Athanasius, see Rebecca J. Lyman, Christology and 

Cosmology: Models of Divine Activity in Origen, Eusebius, and Athanasius (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1993). For Athanasius, see Georges Florovsky, “The Concept of 

Creation in St Athanasius,” StPatr 6 (1962): 36–52; and Paul Gavrilyuk, “Creation in 

Early Christian Polemical Literature: Irenaeus Against the Gnostics and Athanasius 

Against the Arians,” Modern Theology 29 (2013): 22–32. 

10 Paul M. Blowers’s more-recent Drama of the Divine Economy: Creator and 

Creation in Early Christian Theology and Piety (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 

is a thorough investigation into early Christian cosmology; he frequently mentions 

Origen, Athanasius, Basil, and Nyssen, but rarely discusses Gregory. Blowers’s 

discussions on Gregory do highlight Gregory’s thoughts on creation, but they do not 

make the specific connection between creation, the Trinity, and polemics, let alone 

creation and the Trinity. Paul C. Bouteneff, Ancient Christian Readings of the Biblical 

Creation Narratives (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), pays careful attention to Gregory, but 

the nature of his work only allows for a few pages dedicated to each church father, 140–

51. William A. Dembski, Wayne J. Downs, and Justin B. A. Frederick, eds., The Patristic 

Understanding of Creation: An Anthology of Writings from the Church Fathers on 

Creation and Design (Riesel, TX: Erasmus, 2008), mentions Gregory, but it only 

includes quotations from four single orations and does not include commentary. That 

anthology functions as a reader. Gary A. Anderson’s The Genesis of Perfection: Adam 

and Eve in Jewish and Christian Imagination (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 

2001), focuses only on the theme of Adam and Eve, noting especially Origen and 

Nyssen’s use, but not Gregory’s. Alexander Golitzin’s article focuses on only one theme 

in Gregory’s cosmology: “Adam, Eve, and Seth: Pneumatological Reflections of an 

Unusual Image in Gregory of Nazianzus’ ‘Fifth Theological Oration’ ” AThR 83 (2001): 
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The Importance of the Context of Gregory’s Theological Polemic 

 At this point it is helpful once again to survey contemporary scholarship on 

Gregory, with the purpose of examining an interdisciplinary work on Gregory in order to 

further define the methodology of the present writing. Sigurd Bergmann’s 1995 work, 

Geist, der Natur Befreit: die Trinitarische Kosmologie Gregors von Nazianz im Horizont 

einer Ökologischen Theologie der Befreiung, which was later translated and published in 

English as Creation Set Free: The Spirit as Liberator of Nature, examines “Cappadocian 

Theology” in light of ecotheology and liberation theology.11 Bergmann’s work is 

representative of the variety of contemporary studies on Gregory, and there certainly is 

room for discussion on the integration of interdisciplinary work with reference to patristic 

studies and other disciplines. The approach of this dissertation is not interdisciplinary—at 

least not from a patristic studies point of view. In other words, it is not unusual for a work 

in patristic studies to include material on history, theology, culture, or biblical studies, 

and that is the intention of this dissertation. Yet, when a scholar attempts secondary 

                                                                                                                                                 

537–46. Stanley L. Jaki’s Genesis 1 through the Ages (London: Thomas More, 1992) is 

an idiosyncratic work which does not allow Gregory, let alone any of the other church 

fathers, to speak in their own context. Robert Letham’s “ ‘In the Space of Six Days’: The 

Days of Creation from Origen to the Westminster Assembly,” WTJ 61 (1999): 149–74, 

does not mention Gregory. Andrew Louth does not mention anything in relation to 

Gregory and creation in “The Holy Spirit in Creation and Re-Creation: The Byzantine 

Fathers,” in The Spirit in Creation and New Creation: Science and Theology in Western 

and Orthodox Realms, ed. Michael Welker (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 171–78. 

John Meyendorff, likewise, does not mention Gregory in “Creation in the History of 

Orthodox Theology,” SVTQ 27 (1983): 27–37. Even John F. Callahan, in his “Greek 

Philosophy and the Cappadocian Cosmology,” DOP 12 (1958), 31, admits that his study 

on “Cappadocian” cosmology is primarily a reflection on Basil’s Hexaemeron, with some 

attention given to Gregory of Nyssa. 

11 Bergmann, Creation Set Free. All subsequent references to this work are to the 

English translation. 

http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
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research within patristics, in which she or he consults or even primarily incorporates 

these secondary fields, the work is not considered interdisciplinary. The reason is because 

patristic scholars habitually pair these topics with patristic writings. Bergmann’s work, 

therefore, is a bit of an anomaly as far as patristic studies are concerned simply because 

of the nature of his secondary topics. 

It is therefore necessary to interact with Bergmann’s work because there is a lack 

of attention to his work in contemporary studies on Gregory. Of all of the major studies 

on Gregory mentioned in this dissertation, not one mentioned Bergmann’s major work in 

their bibliographies. This should cause one to investigate why this is so. The most 

influential Gregory scholars do not mention this work because this work is atypical of 

Gregory studies, not because they are unaware of this work. In other words, Gregory 

scholars focus on Gregory and do not integrate disciplines unrelated to Gregory and his 

own contexts and somehow assume that they can be considered mutually and seamlessly. 

Rather, Gregory scholars approach Gregory from his own contexts and concerns, not 

ones that are out of place in time. Bergmann dedicates a substantial amount of space to 

Gregory and Gregory’s thought in this volume, certainly enough to warrant a close 

examination of his work for those studying Gregory’s thought. This is one of the reasons 

why I devote attention to this work here. 

 Specifically, Bergmann’s work is intentionally interdisciplinary. His study was 

fueled with two purposes: to bridge the gap between the environmental movement and 

the Christian interpretation of life (that it is the world that offers the agenda for the 

church) with Jürgen Moltmann’s insight into the suffering of the Trinity in The Crucified 

God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation and Criticism of Christian Theology, and to 
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respond to Or. 14 (On Love for the Poor) and 6 (First Oration on Peace) in light of 

Bergmann’s own theological conclusions.12 Moltmann’s work brings to the forefront an 

entirely different approach than this dissertation intends to take. It is not my intention to 

identify modern or contemporary themes of God in creation or of God as Creator. 

Instead, this dissertation seeks to remain primarily in the fourth century (and to consider 

forerunners of fourth-century theology) and with Gregory’s works themselves, in order to 

develop Gregory’s own thoughts, without intentionally connecting them to modern or 

contemporary concerns or issues of which the Cappadocians were not cognizant. 

Bergmann connects the spirit of Gregory’s orations mentioned above with 

Gustavo Gutiérrez’s liberation theology, which Bergmann believes have much in 

common. This is one distinguishable aspect of his interdisciplinary approach to this 

subject. Bergmann believes that there was a connection in fourth-century Cappadocia 

between over taxation, the devastation of the earth, and social injustice: “The result was 

that the ecologically and economically viable use of land by small farmers was gradually 

replaced by a predominantly money-oriented economy of large, aristocratic estate owners 

who had clearly abandoned faith in the values of emperor, the future of the empire, and 

God.”13 

 Bergmann further explains his interpretation of Roman Cappadocia within the 

context of “Cappadocian theology” by concluding that Gregory’s ministerial setting 

                                                 

12 Jürgen Moltmann, The Crucified God: The Cross of Christ as the Foundation 

and Criticism of Christian Theology, trans. R. A. Wilson and John Bowden (New York: 

Harper & Row, 1974); trans. of Der gekreuzigte Gott,  2nd ed. (Munich: Christian Kaiser, 

1973).  

13 Bergmann, Creation Set Free, 61. 
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included a plurality of institutions, social injustice (including mass misery and poverty), 

the impoverishment of the soil coupled with the mismanagement of real estate 

transactions, ethnic pluralism, and a growth of social counter movements with a common 

vision of emancipation.14 Bergmann’s estimation of fourth-century Roman Cappadocia 

could also be described of many other areas of the eastern Mediterranean world; 

Bergmann does not demonstrate that these issues troubling Gregory and his Cappadocian 

counterparts were mutually exclusive; other geographic locations likely suffered from 

these problems as well. The picture that is painted here is exaggerated as a catalyst for 

Gregory’s own theological and other conclusions in his writings. Bergmann’s 

conclusions on the status of Cappadocia could very well have been the case, but there is 

not enough evidence to support the idea that all of those factors were simultaneously 

occurring in Cappadocia, let alone that they were the contributing factors to Gregory’s 

own theological conclusions. It would not be fair to claim that these conditions were not 

the case and context for Gregory’s theology; however, it is better to conclude that this is 

an experimental venture of Bergmann based more on skepticism than on documents of 

antiquity, and in order to make such a bold claim, Bergmann needs more substantial 

evidence coupled with a cogent argument to support his creative conclusions. 

One helpful exception from Bergmann’s work occurs when he discusses the 

suffering of the cosmos in Gregory and in the Bible.15 The suffering of the cosmos is a 

theme that is expressed by the apostle Paul in his letter to the Romans: “For the creation 

                                                 

14 Ibid., 69. 

15 Ibid., 142–45. 
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waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; for the creation was 

subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who subjected it, in 

hope that the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the 

freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom 8:19–21). Gregory recalls this theme 

in his oration to Julian. There, he states that creation groans in suffering, hoping for a 

future deliverance, but at the same time it joins together with the sons of God in 

glorifying God (Or. 4.5). Bergmann points out that Gregory argues for a creation that is a 

victim, so to speak, of suffering and evil, rather than the cause of it, as was part of the 

ancient Gnostic teaching.16 Bergmann also concludes that humanity, as creatures, shares 

with the rest of creation in the community of suffering, which is a helpful insight culled 

from Gregory, and which is in line with the teaching of the apostle Paul. Since all of 

creation (including creatures) suffers together, they will also be set free together. 

 One of the problems with Bergmann’s study, however, is that it does not devote 

careful attention to the context of Gregory’s theology. Understanding and implementing 

the context of patristic authors is essential to a faithful interpretation of that particular 

patristic author’s writing. When a contemporary writer does not contextualize the primary 

sources appropriately, one runs the risk of anachronistic conclusions under the guise of 

novel hermeneutics. One of the signs that Bergmann is not mindful of Gregory’s own 

theological and historical context is indicated in his lack of direct discussion to it in his 

book. In Bergmann’s chapter on the context of Gregory’s theology, he writes a mere 

three pages on the theological context but dedicates twice as much space to the economic, 

                                                 

16 Ibid., 142. 
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ecological, technological, and current worldview contexts of Gregory. Bergmann writes 

long chapters on ecology, theology, and liberation theology, including unconvincing 

attempts to draw parallels between the ancient world and John B. Cobb, Jr. and Jürgen 

Moltmann’s theology and philosophy. The book is nearly 400 pages and the topic 

requires more attention to Gregory’s own context. This dissertation will dedicate nearly 

an entire chapter to the context of Gregory’s thought—both historically and theologically. 

Bergmann does make an attempt, but the attempt is too meager for Gregory scholars to 

consider Bergmann’s work as a careful and influential interpretation of Gregory’s 

thought for contemporary concerns.  

 Bergmann describes major factors in Gregory’s theological interpretation of a 

creation that is set free: sociality, movement, suffering, and the Spirit. Gregory’s 

interpretation is described in the context of the setting that Bergmann described in the 

chapter, “The Context of Cappadocian Theology.” Appropriately, Gregory’s own works 

are the central focus of Bergmann’s interpretation of Gregory’s thought. These four 

propositions are the heart of Bergmann’s chapter on Gregory’s thought, and are indeed 

the content that leads to Bergmann’s thesis.  

 Bergmann’s chapter, “Gregory’s Theological Interpretation of Creation Set Free,” 

is a somewhat helpful interpretation of Gregory’s works that are mentioned above. The 

problem, however, is when Bergmann applies the interpretation of Gregory’s work to the 

contexts of ecology and then to contemporary liberation theology. Liberation theology 

has different contextual concerns than the Cappadocians experienced, and ecology is a 

different discipline which would never have been imagined in the fourth century in the 

contemporary terms and worldview of the twenty-first. For this reason it is necessary for 
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a new work to be written which considers Gregory’s thoughts on creation from a patristic 

studies perspective.  

 Bergmann’s interdisciplinary attempt is a concoction of three different sources 

(ecology, the writings of Gregory, and liberation theology) and three different interests of 

the author. Bergmann possesses an interest in these three areas and has made theological 

conclusions based upon them. The problem is that, at least from a patristic perspective, it 

fails to faithfully appropriate the patristic texts in a manner that is both contextual and 

appropriate to the academy. This is the reason why his work is not used by other 

contemporary Gregory scholars in their own work. I mention and discuss the work in this 

dissertation because Bergmann’s is the only study, with the possible exception of 

Richard, as mentioned above, to focus on both Gregory and creation in a sustained work.  

 

Translations of Gregory of Nazianzus 

 As mentioned above, the Greek critical texts of Gregory’s works are the source 

for translations into languages other than Greek. Those works that are available in 

English are focused on here. Among Gregory’s works are his orations, letters, and poetry. 

Of Gregory’s 45 orations, 44 of them are attributed to him as genuine; most agree that 

Or. 35 is a spurious text (On the Martyrs and Against the Arians).17 Of the 244 letters of 

Gregory, most agree that 241 of them are authentic.18 Over 16,000 lines of Gregory’s 

                                                 

17 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations (FC 107) trans. Martha Vinson 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003). 

18 Ibid., Autobiographical Poems, xxiv. While many of Gregory’s letters exist in 

English, still three-fifths remain untranslated. See ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, ed. and 
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poetry are extant, but most of his shorter poems are still untranslated.19 While it is 

possible that Gregory wrote in other forms or genres than what is received, there is no 

way of knowing with certainty. Scholarship has continued to make substantial 

contributions primarily on his orations. Though significant portions of the letters and 

poetry exist, many of the letters and poetry remain untranslated, and thus they are a 

portion of Gregory’s writings that require more attention. 

 

Orations 

The translation of the complete corpus of Gregory’s orations into English did not 

occur until 2003.20 Prior to Vinson’s translation, the majority of the English translations 

of the orations were found, and are still found, in Charles Gordon Browne and James 

Edward Swallow’s translation in the seventh volume of the second series in The Nicene 

and Post-Nicene Fathers.21 Brown and Swallow’s translation of twenty-four of the 

                                                                                                                                                 

trans. Brian E. Daley (New York: Routledge, 2006), 60. Bradley Storin, in his 

dissertation “The Letters of Gregory of Nazianzus: Discourse and Community in Late 

Antique Epistolary Culture” (PhD diss., Indiana University, 2012), translates all of 

Gregory letters, but his translation remains unpublished at the time of this dissertation. 

19 See also Gregory of Nazianzus, Autobiographical Poems, xxiv. Peter Gilbert 

notes that 19,000 lines of poetry exist in Migne’s Patrologia Graeca, ibid., On God and 

Man: The Theological Poetry of St Gregory of Nazianzus, trans. Peter Gilbert 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 1. Christopher A. Beeley writes 

that 17,000 lines exist in Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God: 

In Your Light We Shall See Light (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 4. 

20 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations. Vinson’s translation contains eighteen 

authentic orations: Ors. 6, 9–11, 13–15, 17, 19–20, 22–26, 32, 35 (spurious), 36, and 44. 

21 Ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters (NPNF2 7), ed. Philip Schaff and 

Henry Wace; trans. Charles Gordon Browne and James Edward Swallow (Peabody, MA: 
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authentic orations was the first major effort to translate Gregory’s orations into English. 

Six years earlier, Ors. 4 and 5 were translated into English by C. W. King; because these 

orations were already translated into English, these two orations were not translated in the 

NPNF2 series. 22 

 The translation in the NPNF2 series is indispensable, perhaps simply because it is 

the first of its kind. However, many contemporary readers will agree that nineteenth-

century language does not read as smoothly as some of the more contemporary 

translations. Nevertheless, the translations in the NPNF2 are not so dense as to misguide; 

they simply lack the appropriateness of contemporary language, since they suit the 

language of the nineteenth-century more fittingly. The layout of these books, especially 

those reprinted in the Hendrickson series, are somewhat cumbersome to read because of 

the smaller font and because they do not possess the layout more appropriate for reading 

as in some of the contemporary translations.23 However, the entire project is viewed by 

many as monumental, as Philip Schaff edited series two and three of the Nicene and Post-

Nicene Fathers, which had no equivalent at the time. Schaff hoped that H. B. Swete 

                                                                                                                                                 

Hendrickson, 2004). This translation, originally published in 1894, contains twenty-four 

authentic orations: Ors. 1–3, 7–8, 12, 16, 18, 21, 27–31, 33–34, 37–43, and 45.  

22 Ibid., Julian the Emperor: Containing Gregory Nazianzen’s Two Invectives and 

Libanius’ Monody, Ors. 4–5, trans. C. W. King (London: Bohn Classical Library, 1888). 

23 Ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters (NPNF2 7) (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 2004). For example, even the FC series, which is available in hardback 

(and paperback), is smaller in size and do not have the feel of a larger, reference book.  
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would translate some of the Cappadocians’ treatises, but Swete either declined or failed 

to fulfill his obligation.24 

 In order to create a more reader-friendly text and updated translation, The 

Catholic University of America Press has published new translations into English. The 

most significant is the recent translation in 2003 by Martha Vinson.25 Vinson’s 

translations are especially helpful because they have filled a sizeable gap left open by the 

numerous translations of Gregory’s orations into French which, at the time, were not 

paralleled in English. These translations, along with Browne and Swallow’s in the NPNF2 

series, comprise 42 of the 44 authentic orations—the other two were translated by King 

(Ors. 4 and 5). Except for Ors. 14 and 15, translated by M. F. Toal, all of Vinson’s 

translations are the first to appear in English.26 

 The first translated work of Gregory’s in the FC series is his funeral orations, 

published in 1953, and the orations included here were translated by Leo P. McCauley.27 

This volume included Gregory’s panegyric in memory of Basil of Caesarea (Or. 43), the 

                                                 

24 See Elizabeth A. Clark, Founding the Fathers: Early Church History and 

Protestant Professors in Nineteenth-Century America (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 47–49. Clark also adds that the entire second series struggled 

in publication due to financial constraints. Schaff personally made a substantial financial 

contribution when he feared his publisher would break down because of the large amount 

of money they had spent with little return by way of financial profit, 48.  

25 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, 107. 

26 M. F. Toal, From the Eleventh Sunday After Pentecost to the Twenty Fourth 

and Last Sunday After Pentecost, vol. 4 of The Sunday Sermons of the Great Fathers 

(Chicago: Regnery, 1963). 

27 Gregory of Nazianzus and Ambrose, Funeral Orations (FC 22) trans. Leo P. 

McCauley et al. (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1953). 
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memorial panegyric on his brother, Caesarios (Or. 7), the memorial panegyric on his 

sister, Gorgonia (Or. 8), and the funeral oration for his father, Gregory the Elder (Or. 18). 

Brown and Swallow previously translated all four of these funeral orations, so 

McCauley’s translation here updates the nineteenth-century language. Daley also 

included Or. 8 in his 2006 translation.28 

 In 1954 Edward R. Hardy edited a volume in The Library of Christian Classics 

which included works by Athanasius of Alexandria, Gregory of Nyssa, Gregory, and 

other documents, mostly from the fourth and fifth centuries.29 Hardy’s work includes 

Ors. 27–31, as well as Eps. 101–2, and 202. This was a service to those interested in 

Gregory’s works in that it took Gregory’s arguably most-famous sermons and made them 

available in an accessible, paper-back edition. Unfortunately, Hardy’s work on these 

orations was simply a reprinting of Browne and Swallow’s nineteenth-century 

translation.30  

 The most significant translation, as far as the theological impact of the orations is 

concerned, is the Theological Orations, Ors. 27 through 31. As mentioned above, 

Wickham and Williams’s translation and commentary on these orations is the first of its 

kind.31  Norris’s helpful eighty-two-page introduction is the earliest significant 

introduction to the Theological Orations in English. This requisite work for Gregory 

                                                 

28 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, 64–75. 

29 Edward R. Hardy, ed., Christology of the Later Fathers (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 1954). 

30 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters. 

31 Ibid., Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning. 
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studies includes the textual apparatus which works closely with the variant readings 

within the critical text. Norris’s work is most helpful in that it provides a fresh translation 

of Ors. 27–31; however, it still remains in an expensive and hardback format. As 

mentioned above, it was the translation in the Popular Patristics Series that made 

Gregory’s Theological Orations available in a recent translation in both an accessible and 

readable format.32 

 Following the pattern of making new, contemporary translations set forth by 

Norris and Vinson is Brian E. Daley’s 2006 translation of Gregory’s works, including a 

translation of Gregory’s will.33 Daley’s work comprises a helpful sixty-one-page 

introduction to the life and thought of Gregory which is followed by Daley’s original 

translations from each of Gregory’s available kinds of works.34 The translation of 

Gregory’s orations in this work is helpful in that Daley includes some orations included 

neither in Brown and Swallow nor Vinson.35 Not included in Daley’s work are the 

Theological Orations, which were satisfactorily translated by Wickham and Williams.  

                                                 

32 Ibid., On God and Christ. 

33 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus. 

34 Ibid. This includes Ors. 8, 14, 20, 26, 38–39, 42, and 44; the following poems: 

“On His Own Verses;” “A Hymn to God;” “A Hymn of Thanksgiving;” “Evening 

Hymn;” “Prayer Before Reading Scripture;” “Prayer Before a Journey;” “Prayer Before a 

Journey to Constantinople;” “A Prayer to Christ;” “Three Prayers for a Day;” and 

“Supplication;” and the following letters: Eps. 11, 20, 30–31, 48, 51, 58, 76, 80, 90, and 

178. 

35 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus; Ors. 14, 20, 26, and 44; Ors. 8, 38–39, and 42. 
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 The most recent and readily-available English translation of Gregory’s orations is 

that provided by Nonna Verna Harrison in 2008.36 Each of these translations was 

previously translated in Browne and Swallow, yet Harrison’s provides fresh translations 

into English of Ors. 1, 40–41, and 45. Orations 38–39 are also included in this volume, 

but Daley has already provided a recent English translation of these orations in 2006.37 

As the title suggests, these orations are all centered on the theme of feasts, and so 

Harrison titles each of these orations and includes them here based on their thematic 

unity.38 Harrison’s introduction to the translations provides some background of feast 

days and festal spirituality, as well as a summary of Gregory’s thought. Harrison’s 

English translations, like the rest of the modern English translations mentioned, provide 

an insightful investigation into Gregory’s works, and are mostly translated from the latest 

available critical texts.  

 

Letters 

The single most important resource for recovering Gregory’s letters in English is 

the translation by Browne and Swallow in the NPNF2 series, which includes ninety-five 

                                                 

36 Ibid., Festal Orations, trans. Nonna Verna Harrison (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008). 

37 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus. 

38 Ibid., Festal Orations; Or. 1: On Pascha and on His Slowness; Or. 38: On the 

Nativity of Christ; Or. 39: On the Baptism of Christ; Or. 40: On Baptism; Or. 41: On 

Pentecost; and Or. 45: On Holy Pascha. 
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letters which are all available in one resource.39 As noted above, Daley writes that there 

are 244 letters of Gregory, and that most agree that 241 of them are authentic.40 The 

NPNF2 series is the largest collection of Gregory’s letters in English, yet many of 

Gregory’s letters remain untranslated. The ninety-five letters in the NPNF2 series are 

divided into three types of letters: the first division includes letters on the Apollinarian 

controversy, and there are only four letters in this division.41 The second division 

includes correspondence with Basil of Caesarea, and includes twenty-three letters.42 The 

third and largest division includes sixty-eight miscellaneous letters.43 A modern, critical 

edition of some of the letters, along with a French translation, does exist in the series 

Sources Chrétiennes.44 Over half of Gregory’s letters still remain untranslated, which 

leaves an obvious gap in English scholarship in this area of Gregory’s correspondence.45 

                                                 

39 Ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters (NPNF2 7). 

40 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, 60. Beeley writes that there are 249 letters in 

Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God, 4. 

41 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters (NPNF2 7). The 

letters here include Eps. 202, 101–2, and 125. 

42 Ibid. This division includes, in the following order, Eps. 1–2, 4–6, 8, 19, 16–18, 

40–41, 43, 42, 45–50, and 58–60. 

43 Ibid. This section includes letters of different kinds, in the following order: Eps. 

7, 1, 72–74, 76, 81, 182, 197, 42, 44, 64–66, 21–22, 29, 37, 39, 93, 135, 9, 13, 25–28, 62–

63, 171, 184, 88, 91, 151, 185–86, 202, 77, 115, 121–24, 152–53, 157, 163, 183, 139, 12, 

51–55, 104–6, 126, 131, 140–46, and 154. 

44 Ibid., Lettres Théologiques, ed. and trans. Paul Gallay and Maurice Jourjon 

(Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1974). 

45 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, 60.  
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There are relatively few attempts to make Gregory’s letters available in English, 

apart from the large-scale translation by Browne and Swallow. Hardy edited the volume 

that contains Browne and Swallow’s translation of the Theological Orations; that text 

also includes Eps. 101–2, and 202.46 These are the so-called “letters of the Apollinarian 

controversy,” though Browne and Swallow’s text, from which these three letters are 

reprinted, also includes in this category Ep. 125. Williams and Wickham, as noted above, 

made a similar effort with the Theological Orations and the first two of these letters; the 

difference between the two is that Williams and Wickham’s is a new translation.47 This 

text provides a longer introduction than the brief one provided in Hardy, but it does not 

include Ep. 202 as is the case with Hardy. 

Perhaps the most significant, recent effort to translate Gregory’s letters is that of 

Brian Daley in his translation and introduction, Gregory of Nazianzus. Daley’s translation 

includes eleven letters, seven of which are appearing for the first time in English.48 

Daley’s selection provides a helpful introduction to the epistolary literature of Gregory, 

which often included correspondence between family members and friends. Sometimes 

Gregory acts as a religious advisor but other times he is simply writing to express 

                                                 

46 Edward R. Hardy, ed., Christology of the Later Fathers. 

47 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, 149–72.  

48 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus. Daley translates the following letters: Ep. 11: To 

Gregory [of Nyssa]; Ep. 20: To Caesarios; Ep. 30: To Philagrius; Ep. 31: To Philagrius; 

Ep. 48: To Basil; Ep. 51: To Nicoboulus; Ep. 58: To Basil; Ep. 76: To Gregory of Nyssa; 

Ep. 80: To Philagrius; Ep. 90: To Anysius; and Ep. 178: To Eudoxius. Eps. 48, 51, 58, 

and 76 are also included in Browne and Swallow’s collection. 
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practical concerns. Gregory’s letters are numerous, often brief, and are not always 

ordered thematically. 

Bradley Storin has translated all of Gregory’s letters in his 2012 unpublished 

doctoral dissertation from Indiana University.49 Storin’s work provides an extensive 

examination into epistolary literature and culture in Gregory. He includes an introduction 

to the life of Gregory which is sculpted more from his letters than by previous 

biographies which highlight Gregory’s orations. Most important to his dissertation is how 

the letters functioned for Gregory and his acquaintances, and the stylistic features 

employed to reach that goal.  

 

Poetry 

 Poetry is the third genre of Gregory’s writings and most of what is extant remains 

untranslated into modern languages. Browne and Swallow, who have produced the 

majority of Gregory’s orations and letters, did not translate any of Gregory’s poetry. 

There are many recent attempts to translate some of Gregory’s poetry from the critical 

texts into English. The earliest of this group of translations was published in 1814 and 

also included poetry by Synesius.50 A helpful collection of poetry is John A. McGuckin’s 

                                                 

49 Storin, “The Letters of Gregory of Nazianzus.” 

50 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Poems of Synesius and Gregory Nazianzen, trans. 

Hugh S. Boyd (London: F. C. and J. Rivington, 1814). See also the epigrams in the LCL, 

Book 8: The Epigrams of St. Gregory the Theologian in Gregory of Nazianzus, The 

Greek Anthology: Books 7–8, vol. 2; trans. W. R. Paton; LCL (London: Harvard College, 

1917).  
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1986 translation.51 In 1987 an effort was made to translate some popular poems of 

Gregory as part of the FC series. Denis Molaise Meehan’s translation of “Concerning His 

Own Affairs,” “Concerning Himself and the Bishops,” and “Concerning His Own Life” 

were all translated from the thirty-seventh volume of PG.52 These three poems are 

substantial in length and are some of Gregory’s longest poems. 

 In 1996 Caroline White provided an excellent contribution to the scholarship of 

Gregory’s poems. White’s Autobiographical Poems contains five poems translated into 

English, with the Greek text side-by-side.53 Gregory wrote most of the approximately one 

hundred poems that are extant between the time of his departure from Constantinople in 

381 and the time of his death in 390. Because of the dramatic events and disappointments 

in Gregory’s life leading up to and including his time in Constantinople, most of the 

poetry composed after his departure is autobiographical and self-reflective in nature. 

White includes five of those poems here: “To His Own Verses,” “Concerning His Own 

Life” (also translated by Meehan), “Complaint Concerning His Own Calamities,” “On 

Silence at the Time of Fasting,” and “Epitaph and Synopsis of His Life.”54 “Concerning 

                                                 

51 Gregory of Nazianzus, Saint Gregory Nazianzen: Selected Poems, ed. and 

trans. John A. McGuckin (Oxford: SLG, 1986). Included are fourteen poems: “On the 

Son;” “On the Incarnation of Christ;” “Hymn to God;” “Grant, Immortal Monarch;” 

“Glory to God the Father;” “An Evening Prayer;” “A Thanksgiving;” “Before Reading 

the Scriptures;” “Morning Prayer;” “Evening Prayer;” “Prayer to Christ;” “The Serpent;” 

“Lament to Christ;” “Prayer to Christ;” and four epigrams: “Three on the Fatal Illness of 

Philagrios;” “On a Calumniator;” “Against Celibate Co-habitation;” and “On Eupraxios.” 

52 Ibid., Three Poems (FC 75). 

53 Ibid., Autobiographical Poems.  

54 Ibid., Three Poems (FC 75). 



23 

His Own Life,” also known as De Vita Sua, is the longest and is a most-helpful poem 

regarding the life of Gregory, especially of the events of his life after his departure from 

Constantinople.  

 White writes that Gregory’s poetry is best divided into two major sections, 

historical and theological. For White, the historical section contains Gregory’s 

autobiographical poems, and poems about other people (which includes verse epistles, 

129 epitaphs, and ninety-four epigrams). The epitaphs and epigrams are in addition to the 

ninety-nine “poems” in PG (37 and 38), as is the epitaph included in White’s text. 

Gregory’s theological poetry is best divided into dogmatic and moral poems, and these 

are usually shorter in length.55 

 As Gregory’s life slowed down ecclesiastically (from a trans-regional 

perspective) after his departure from Constantinople, he became more contemplative and 

yet expressive about his experiences, both in and before Constantinople. Many of his 

other writings, especially his Theological Orations, were composed in the heat of the 

moment and as theological polemic as a response to his opponents. A great deal of the 

following chapters is devoted to the analysis of the context of these writings. However, 

Gregory’s own situation lent itself to a slower and more inward-looking reflection of his 

life in his poems, and most significantly in his autobiographical poems. Below I will 

examine Gregory’s most famous poem, De Vita Sua, especially with reference to his 

polemical writings, in order to discern how the events within his life shaped his own 

theological polemic.  

                                                 

55 Ibid., xxv. 
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 Following the publication of White’s work stands a 1997 translation by D. A. 

Sykes consisting of eight poems, including a commentary and a helpful introduction to 

the textual history of those poems.56 Sykes’s work includes a commentary and an up-to-

date and critical text with a selective apparatus of the following eight poems: “On First 

Principles,” “On the Son,” “On the Spirit,” “On the Universe,” “On Providence,” “On 

Rational Natures,” “On the Soul,” and “On the Testaments and the Coming of Christ.”57 

Claudio Moreschini’s introduction is a helpful segue into the issues that exist behind 

formulating a critical text with apparatus. The critical commentary discusses not only the 

text but the textual issues at stake in the critical text. The poems included here are short in 

comparison with Gregory’s autobiographical poems, and Sykes’s translations are 

included neither in Meehan nor in White. 

 In 2001 Peter Gilbert translated twenty-eight poems and one epitaph.58 This 

accessible translation includes many shorter poems (less than ten pages), but also 

                                                 

56 Ibid., Poemata Arcana, ed. Claudio Moreschini; trans. D. A. Sykes (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1997). “On the Son” was previously translated in ibid., Saint 

Gregory Nazianzen: Selected Poems. 

57 Gregory of Nazianzus, Saint Gregory Nazianzen: Selected Poems. 

58 Ibid., On God and Man. Included in this volume are: “On the Father;” “On the 

Son;” “On the Holy Spirit;” “Concerning the World;” “On Providence;” “Concerning 

Spiritual Beings;” “On the Soul;” “On the Two Covenants, and the Appearing of Christ;” 

“On Providence;” “Against Apollinarius;” “On the Incarnation of Christ;” “Concerning 

the Genuine Books of Scripture;” “Another Prayer for a Safe Journey;” “In Praise of 

Virginity;” “A Comparison of Lives;” “Conversation with the World;” “On the 

Precariousness of Human Nature” (Carm. I.2.12); “On the Precariousness of Human 

Nature” (Carm. I.2.13); “On Human Nature;” “On the Cheapness of the Outward Man;” 

“On the Different Walks of Life;” “Blessings of Various Lives;” “Concerning Human 

Life;” “To His Former Congregation, Anastasia;” “Against a Demon;” “On His Own 
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contains two longer poems. Some of these translations appear here for the first time in 

English; Gilbert translates “On His Own Verses,” which is translated by White (as “To 

His Own Verses”).59 Gilbert translates many of the poems already translated in Sykes.60 

All eight of Sykes’s translations are retranslated in Gilbert except “On First Principles.”  

 Brian Daley’s translation of Gregory’s orations, poems, and letters is most helpful 

in his Gregory of Nazianzus.61 Daley has translated many hymns and prayers, some of 

which were translated in McGuckin.62 Daley’s helpful analysis of the poetic features is 

                                                                                                                                                 

Verses;” “Lamentation Concerning the Sorrows of His Own Soul;” “To His Own Soul;” 

and the epitaph on Basil of Caesarea.  

59 Ibid., Autobiographical Poems, 2–9. 

60 Ibid., Poemata Arcana. “On the Father” (“On First Principles” in Sykes), “On 

the Son,” “On the Holy Spirit” (“On the Spirit” in Sykes), “Concerning the World” (“On 

the Universe” in Sykes), “On Providence,” “Concerning Spiritual Beings” (“On Rational 

Natures” in Sykes), “On the Soul,” and “On the Two Covenants, and the Appearing of 

Christ” (“On the Testaments and the Coming of Christ” in Sykes). One should not 

confuse the different titles of the same poem between Gilbert and Sykes; the differences 

in the titles in English are simply the author’s preferences for a different translation into 

English from the Greek; the reader should not imply that they refer to two distinct poems. 

61 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus. Daley’s contribution with reference to Gregory’s 

poetry is in the following translations: “On His Own Verses” (previously translated in 

White and Gilbert), and “A Hymn to God,” which is a different hymn than in Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Saint Gregory Nazianzen: Selected Poems by McGuckin. The hymn 

translated by Daley is Carm. I.1.30, and the hymn translated by McGuckin is Carm. 

I.1.29, both in PG 37. 

62 John A. McGuckin, At the Lighting of the Lamps: Hymns of the Ancient Church 

(Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 1995), 28–31, in English and Greek. “Prayer Before 

Reading Scripture” (“Before Reading the Scriptures, an Epiclesis,” 13–14), and others 

which were not translated by McGuckin: “A Hymn of Thanksgiving,” “Evening Hymn,” 

and “Supplication.” 
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contained in his endnotes.63 A very recent collection of Gregory’s poems in English is 

available in the work of Christos Simelidis.64 This work contains only four poems with a 

Greek critical text, as well as an extensive commentary both on the poems and the critical 

text. The four poems included are relatively short (each is five pages or less), and the rest 

of the book contains an extensive introduction to Gregory’s poetry (also within the 

context of Byzantium), as well as some background information on the transmission of 

these poems. The largest section of this book is the commentary which, for the four 

poems, is over one hundred pages. 

 Recent efforts to construct new, critical texts of Gregory’s writings demonstrate 

the desire to retrieve Gregory’s writings as they were originally written. Exemplary texts 

like Migne’s Patrologia Graeca are in some respects surpassed by modern scholarship 

which is able to incorporate different manuscripts not available at the time of Migne’s 

publication. When the text is available, Migne is frequently consulted, but with a renewed 

interest in textual criticism comes new discoveries in ancient manuscripts which 

sometimes enlighten previous understandings of the old text through alternate readings. 

                                                 

63 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, 248–50. “Prayer Before a 

Journey” (previously translated by Gilbert as “Another Prayer for a Safe Journey”), 

“Prayer Before a Journey to Constantinople,” “A Prayer to Christ,” “Three Prayers for a 

Day” (a single set of three prayers: “A Morning Prayer,” “An Evening Lament,” and “A 

Prayer to Christ the Next Morning”) (previously translated by McGuckin). 

64 Ibid., Selected Poems of Gregory of Nazianzus: I.2.17; II.1.10, 19, 32: A 

Critical Edition with Introduction and Commentary, ed. and trans. Christos Simelidis 

(Göttingen, Ger.: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009). The four poems include Διαφόρων 

βίων μακαρισμοί (Carm. I.2.17 in PG 37), Πρὸς τοὺς τῆς Κωνσταντινουπόλεως ἱερέας, 

καὶ αὐτὴν τὴν πόλιν (Carm. II.1.10 in PG 37), Σχετλιαστικòν ὑπερ τῶν αὐτοῦ παθῶν 
(Carm. II.1.19 in PG 37) (this poem is also translated by White and is entitled 

“Complaint Concerning His Own Calamities,” 154–63), and Περὶ τῆς τοῦ βίου 

ματαιότητος καὶ ἀπιστίας, καὶ κοινοῦ πάντων τέλους (Carm. II.1.32 in PG 37). 



27 

 Brian Dunkle’s 2013 translation of Gregory’s poetry includes many poems which 

appear in English for the first time.65 The text of Dunkle’s translations is taken from 

Migne’s Patrologia Graeca, and is categorized by “The Poems” and “Other Biblical 

Poems.” 66 One of the helpful features of this volume is the Patrologia Graeca text which 

is given side-by-side with the English translation. Of all of the poems translated into 

English in this volume, only two were previously published in English.  

 

Studies of Gregory of Nazianzus 

 The single most important factor in the recent appreciation of Gregory and his 

writings is linked to the translation of Gregory’s works into languages other than Greek. 

Critical editions which include translations are read primarily by scholars, but translations 

which do not include lengthy or detailed textual notes tend to attract a broader readership. 

Gregory’s popularity has increased recently. Since the year 2000, there are approximately 

twenty doctoral dissertations completed in which Gregory was a primary focus of the 

study.67 As far as Christianity in late antiquity studies is concerned, this demonstrates that 

                                                 

65 Ibid., Poems on Scripture, trans. Brian Dunkle (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 2013). 

66 Ibid., noteworthy is Gregory’s poem “Against Anger,” which is over 500 lines, 

and is significantly longer than any other poem in this volume.  

67 There are approximately twenty doctoral dissertations written about Gregory 

since 2000. Seven of these completed since 2010 include: Byron MacDougall, “Gregory 

of Nazianzus and Christian Festival Rhetoric” (PhD diss., Brown University, 2015); Elif 

Tokay, “Continuity and Transformation: Theosis in the Arabic Translation of Gregory 

Nazianzen’s ‘Oration on Baptism’ (Oration 40)” (PhD diss., Cardiff University, 2013). 

Daniel G. Opperwall, “The Holy Spirit in the Life and Writings of Gregory Nazianzus” 

(PhD diss., McMaster University, 2012). Bradley K. Storin, “The Letters of Gregory of 
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there remains a relatively high level of interest. There are many other church fathers who 

have many more dissertations written about them, but at the same time there are a number 

of doctoral dissertations written about Gregory since the year 2010. Perhaps what is more 

remarkable is the amount of scholarship dedicated to Gregory that does not include 

articles or doctoral dissertations. 

 A very recent scholarly study of Gregory is Christopher Beeley’s edited volume, 

the Festschrift for Frederick W. Norris, Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus: Essays on 

History, Theology, and Culture.68 This work includes seventeen contributors who discuss 

various points of Gregory’s life, thought, and influence, ranging from new insights on his 

thinking from the festal orations, new theological insights gleaned from his poetry, and 

an in-depth look at Gregory’s influence upon later generations. This work is the second 

of its kind. The first was the 2006 set of essays on Gregory edited by Jostein Børtnes and 

Tomas Hägg.69 Prior to the publication of Beeley’s Festschrift, Børtnes and Hägg’s 

                                                                                                                                                 

Nazianzus: Discourse and Community in Late Antique Epistolary Culture” (PhD diss., 

Indiana University, 2012); Aleksandr, “Le recours à l'autorité de Grégoire de Nazyanze 

dans les controverses christologiques (de Léon de Rome à Maxime le Confesseur)” (PhD 

diss., Ecole pratique des hautes etudes (Fra.), 2010); Andrew Hofer, “Herald of the 

Word: Gregory of Nazianzus Evoking Christ” (PhD diss., University of Notre Dame, 

2010); Keith W. Goad, “Trinitarian Grammars: A Comparison of Gregory of Nazianzus 

and Some Contemporary Models” (PhD diss., The Southern Baptist Theological 

Seminary, 2010). Although not the only focus in her dissertation, Sandy Lynn Haney 

writes a significant chapter on Gregory in her monograph, "Is Everybody Doing It? 

Marital Celibacy in the Cappadocians and Augustine” (PhD diss., Temple University, 

2014).  

68 Christopher A. Beeley, ed., Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus: Essays on 

History, Theology, and Culture (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 

Press, 2012). 

69 Jostein Børtnes and Tomas Hägg, eds., Gregory of Nazianzus: Images and 

Reflections (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006). 



29 

anthology contained the most up-to-date and extensive bibliography on Gregory 

(nineteen pages of secondary works). Børtnes and Hägg’s work is similar to Beeley’s in 

that it contains a wide variety of scholars, both international and domestic. Børtnes and 

Hägg’s collection contains essays from ten scholars from educational institutions outside 

of the United States, with only four writing domestically. Beeley’s, however, includes 

thirteen domestic scholars with only four writing from educational institutions outside of 

the United States. So, as far as perspective is concerned, Børtnes and Hägg’s work is 

more international in scope, whereas Beeley’s is more representative of American 

scholarship on Gregory. Both are necessary and helpful contributions to develop the 

collective understanding of Gregory’s life, thought, and influence. 

 Andrew Hofer’s work on Gregory and Christology was published in 2013.70 

Hofer’s work investigates the subject of Christology and with special reference to the 

topic of the natures of Christ in Gregory’s writings. Hofer discusses the so-called 

“mixture” language of Gregory. Hofer’s first chapter on Logos theology is helpful to this 

dissertation, but the remainder of his work focuses on Gregory’s autobiography and the 

nature question, which will not be addressed in the writing of this dissertation. 

Unfortunately, there is very little mention of creation in this work, which is another 

reason why this dissertation is very important so as to add to the ongoing task of 

deciphering Gregory’s theological thought-world by dedicating entire works to Gregory 

and his theological themes. 

                                                 

70 Andrew Hofer, Christ in the Life and Teaching of Gregory of Nazianzus 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013). 



30 

Another recent work dedicated to the thought and history of Gregory is Susanna 

Elm’s Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian, Gregory of Nazianzus, 

and the Vision of Rome.71 In this extensive work Elm examines the writings and history 

of Gregory and the Emperor Julian in a way that bridges the chasm between history and 

theology. It is an excellent source for ecclesiastical history, especially the period between 

the birth of Gregory (ca. 330) and the death of the Emperor Julian (363). The precision of 

this study highlights the previously unexamined relationship between these two 

individuals, at least in this amount of detail, until now.  

 Vasiliki M. Limberis has written a helpful contribution to the history of the martyr 

cults in fourth-century Cappadocia, and with special reference to the Cappadocian 

Fathers and their families.72 In this work Limberis reviews certain martyrs in 

Cappadocian history and investigates ancient constructions of the architecture of 

martyria. Limberis also discusses kinship within the Cappadocian families with reference 

to saints and martyr cult reverence, and elaborates on the issue of gender and what the 

Cappadocian Fathers contribute. The book is a welcome study which discusses the martyr 

cults in new and fascinating detail.   

 Another fairly recent book which is highly utilized in this dissertation is the 2008 

published version of Christopher A. Beeley’s dissertation entitled Gregory of Nazianzus 

                                                 

71 Susanna Elm, Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian, 

Gregory of Nazianzus, and the Vision of Rome (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2012). 

72 Vasiliki M. Limberis, Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the 

Cult of the Martyrs (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). 
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on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God: In Your Light We Shall See Light.73 Beeley’s is 

the only work of its kind which focuses primarily on the Trinitarian theology of Gregory. 

Beeley carefully investigates Gregory’s own theological works and integrates them into 

Gregory’s own historical setting. The degree to which Beeley articulates Gregory’s own 

thoughts about God is a much-needed work in the field of patristics. 

 Rosemary Radford Ruether’s 2003 reprint of her 1969 published dissertation by 

Oxford University Press on Gregory provides an angle of Gregory that was never, until 

the publication of her work, investigated in such detail.74 Ruether provides a unique 

perspective of Gregory’s role as a rhetorician in light of his own education and command 

of, even for Gregory, ancient sources. Ruether’s appendices are most helpful in citing 

Gregory’s use of ancient poets, orators, and philosophers, as well as including, as she was 

able, the chronology of Gregory’s writings. Especially helpful for this dissertation is 

Ruether’s section subtitled “Gregory’s Cosmology and Anthropology.”75 

A necessary work for Gregory studies and one of only a few full-length 

biographies of Gregory in existence is the detailed work by John A. McGuckin.76 

McGuckin’s work is the standard secondary reference work on Gregory’s life, and is the 

source to which most scholars refer for authoritative biographical information, outside of 

                                                 

73 Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God. 

74 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gregory of Nazianzus: Rhetor and Philosopher 

(Oxford: Clarendon, 1969); repr. (Lima, OH: Academic Renewal, 2003). 

75 Ibid., 130–36. 

76 John A. McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001). 
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Gregory’s own writings. This is a very careful work which constructs Gregory’s life 

against the backdrop of his own sermons, poems, and letters, as well as relevant primary 

source material, including ancient histories and other sources. McGuckin’s lengthy 

eighteen-page bibliography was the only one of its kind in 2001, and remains a crucial 

and unsurpassed resource of Gregory’s life and many aspects of his thought. 

 There are numerous other significant studies on Gregory, though it is necessary 

only to mention those which will have the most usefulness for the present writing. A key 

work, though slightly dated by now, is the 1979 work by Donald F. Winslow: The 

Dynamics of Salvation: A Study in Gregory of Nazianzus.77 Winslow’s work is most 

helpful to the present writing because of his integration between Gregory’s theology and 

thought on all of God’s saving economy, which is much of what is intended in the present 

writing. Winslow’s is a careful study, almost systematic, of Gregory’s own thought as it 

is portrayed in Gregory’s writings, with special emphasis on Gregory’s poem, De Vita 

Sua. Another reason Winslow’s work is profitable is because it contributes to the small 

field of patristic literature which highlights the thematic thought of certain patristic 

authors. Winslow highlights Gregory and salvation; this dissertation highlights Gregory’s 

thoughts on creation and the Trinity. 

 This is why Beeley’s work is also an essential contribution; it studies Gregory and 

the doctrine of the Trinity.78 There are relatively few thematic books on Gregory, perhaps 

because there are relatively few secondary works on Gregory at all. Winslow’s and 

                                                 

77 Donald F. Winslow, The Dynamics of Salvation: A Study in Gregory of 

Nazianzus (Cambridge, MA: The Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, Ltd., 1979). 

78 Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God. 
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Hofer’s works are helpful in this regard.79 Several dissertations focus on Gregory and a 

certain theme, and that number increases when one considers the periodical literature.80 

What remains unchartered territory, however, is a patristic study on Gregory and his use 

of creation and, more specifically, his use of creation in the Trinitarian controversies of 

the later fourth century.  

As mentioned above, for complete and up-to-date bibliographies on Gregory see 

the bibliography of this dissertation as well as those in McGuckin, Børtnes and Hägg, and 

Beeley.81 For an extensive, though not frequently updated, bibliography of Gregory in 

French, English, and other languages, see the website for the project of the Center for the 

Study of Gregory of Nazianzus.82 This project is maintained by the Départment d'études 

Greques, Latines et Orientales in the Faculté de Philosophie, Arts et Lettres at the 

Catholic University of Leuven. This website is helpful in finding primary texts and works 

in languages other than English. 

 

 

 

                                                 

79 Winslow, The Dynamics of Salvation; Hofer, Christ in the Life and Teaching of 

Gregory of Nazianzus. 

80 The most notable and recent example is Daniel G. Opperwall’s previously-

mentioned 2012 unpublished dissertation which focuses specifically on Gregory and the 

Holy Spirit: “The Holy Spirit in the Life and Writings of Gregory Nazianzus;” see also 

MacDougall, “Gregory of Nazianzus and Christian Festival Rhetoric.” 

81 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 403–27; Børtnes and Hägg, 297–322; 

Beeley, Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus, 285–304. 

82 Online: http://nazianzos.fltr.ucl.ac.be/. 
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A Brief Look at the Life of Gregory of Nazianzus 

 Around the year 330 Gregory was born at Karbala, just outside of Arianzum in 

south-western Cappadocia, to his father, Gregory the Elder and bishop of Nazianzus 

(329–374), and Nonna, his mother. Gregory himself would assist in ecclesiastical duties 

and as priest at Nazianzus, but would never become bishop there. He spent time in 

Arianzum mostly because of familial ties; he considered Arianzum as a kind of home.83 

The family into which he was born was both wealthy and Christian. His father was a 

convert from a religious sect called Hypsistaria.84 The efforts of his spouse, Nonna, who 

was a dedicated and sincere Christian, eventually brought her husband to conversion by 

means of frequent intercessory prayer.85 His aristocratic parents were able to provide a 

comfortable upbringing for their children, Gregory (sometimes referred to as Gregory the 

younger, but only when he father is mentioned in the same context), Gorgonia (his elder 

sister born ca. 326), and Caesarios (his younger brother born around 331 or 332). This 

kind of upbringing was not available to everyone in their city at the time. 

                                                 

83 Karbala is modern-day Güzelyurt, and is just outside of Arianzum, modern-day 

Sivrihisar, Turkey. Nazianzus, modern-day Seljuk Turbe, stood about ten miles from the 

family estate in Karbala. For more information see the map of Cappadocian localities at 

the end of the book in McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus. 

84 George C. Papademetriou, “Gregory the Theologian: Patriarch of 

Constantinople” GOTR 39 (1994), 1. Followers of the sect of Hypsistaria were 

monotheists but practiced tenets of paganism and the Mosaic law simultaneously. They 

observed the Sabbath, kept food laws, but rejected circumcision. 

85 See Gregory of Nazianzus, Three Poems, Concerning His own Affairs Carm. 

II.1.1.124–25 (FC 75:29) trans. Denis Molaise Meehan (Washington, DC: The Catholic 

University of America Press, 1987), where Gregory writes that his father was formerly a 

“wild olive” who was “grafted into the stock of the genuine olive.”  
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 Gregory was the firstborn son of three children who were all successful socially; 

his brother became an eminent physician in the court of Constantinople and later as 

treasurer in Bithynia, also in Asia Minor. Gregory’s sister married up one social class into 

a high-ranking Christian military family. Gorgonia died after an illness but was baptized, 

at the moment of crisis, just prior to her death. After her baptism she arranged for the 

baptism of her children, claiming that they should not follow in the footsteps of their 

mother in delaying their baptism. Gregory gives his sister much praise, but lacks the 

personal closeness that he shared with his brother, Caesarios, and his mother, Nonna.86 

 Gregory’s siblings died at a young age in life, leaving Gregory very lost and 

alone. This is evident in many of his later writings. Notable are Gregory’s funeral 

orations on his brother and sister.87 Some say that Gregory’s aristocratic and privileged 

upbringing led to his over-sensitivity, and he is characterized as having an anxious and 

worried personality.88 This, however, is better explained as a result of the traumatic 

events that accompanied his life such as deaths in the family, ecclesiastical drama, and 

apparent personal betrayal by close friends. 

 Because of the benefits of a wealthy family, Gregory enjoyed an excellent 

education, one that was unrivaled in his time. He attended primary school in the nearby 

                                                 

86 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 30. 

87 Gregory of Nazianzus and Ambrose, Funeral Orations; Or. 7: Memorial 

Panegyric on His Brother Caesarios, and Or. 8: Memorial Panegyric on His Sister 

Gorgonia. His panegyric on Gorgonia is the earliest extant Christian hagiography on a 

woman. See Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God, 7, 

where he also draws the reader to Ep. 30 and Epitaphs 6, 10, and 19 on Caesarios. 

88 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, xxvii. 
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city of Nazianzus. His first instruction in literature came at the hands of his uncle and 

tutor, Amphilokios the Elder, in 342–344, whom Gregory regarded highly and considered 

of greater intelligence than his own father.89 During 345–346 Gregory studied rhetoric 

during his secondary education in Caesarea, Cappadocia. It is possible that he first met 

Basil during this stay.90 After Gregory’s studies in Cappadocian Caesarea, he continued 

to study rhetoric and also philosophy as he experienced study tours of Palestinian 

Caesarea and Alexandria with his brother, Caesarios, and his tutor, Carterios.91 

 In 348 Gregory departed from his temporary residence in Alexandria and 

relocated with Carterios to Athens. Gregory wrote in his De Vita Sua that when he 

departed for Athens he wanted to dedicate himself wholly to Christian studies. When the 

first patch of facial hair grew in on his cheeks, he writes that “a keen passion for letters 

took possession of me. Moreover, I sought to turn bastard letters into the service of those 

                                                 

89 Ibid., 8. 

90 Papademetriou, “Gregory the Theologian,” 1. 

91 Gregory later refers to Alexandria as a “shallow, empty town” in Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Three Poems, Concerning His Own Life 574–78 (FC 75:93). There is another 

possible reference to Alexandria as a city in which the Nicene believers at Constantinople 

were “handed over to the most wicked and sinful people among all the inhabitants of the 

earth,” Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 42.3, 141. It is also possible 

that Gregory is here referring to the influence of Arius and his city of Alexandria upon 

the Nicene believers as having influenced Arius himself (though Daley does not think so, 

as he sees these events as occurring with the Emperor Julian, n. 604, 237, nor does 

McGuckin in Saint Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography, who equates these 

events with the Emperor Valens, 362). Beeley makes the connection to Arius in Gregory 

of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God, 56–57. See also McGuckin, Saint 

Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography, 1. Given Gregory’s tone either 

suggestion by Daley or McGuckin is more plausible. 
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that are genuine.”92 It was during this time that he pursued a high degree of scholarly 

study which was under both Christian and non-Christian tutelage. During these academic 

years Gregory had the opportunity to meet and study with Basil, who eventually became 

his close friend. Gregory recalls his time with Basil in Athens:  

Basil, of course, it was, the great ornament of our generation. In studies, in 

lodgings, in discussions I had with him as companion. We made a team, if 

I may boast a little, that was celebrated throughout Greece. We had all 

things in common, and a single soul, as it were, bound together our two 

distinct bodies. But above all it was God, of course, and a mutual desire 

for higher things, that drew us to each other. As a result we reached such a 

pitch of confidence that we revealed the depths of our hearts, becoming 

ever more united in our yearning. There is no such solid bond of union as 

thinking the same thoughts.93 

 

Gregory and Basil remained friends until Basil’s death and, as a result, Gregory gave an 

accurate description of their relationship in his panegyric on Basil.94 Gregory continued 

his studies for about ten years in Athens, building bridges with Basil, and burning them 

with the Emperor Julian.95 

                                                 

92 Gregory of Nazianzus, Three Poems, Concerning His Own Life 112–21 (FC 

75:80). 

93 Ibid., Three Poems, Concerning His own Life 225–37 (FC 75:83–84). 

94 Ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 43 (NPNF2 7), Panegyric in 

Memory of Basil the Great. 

95 For Gregory’s relationship with the Emperor Julian, see Susanna Elm, 

“Hellenism and Historiography: Gregory of Nazianzus and Julian in Dialogue,” Journal 

of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 33 (2003): 493–515; ibid., “Orthodoxy and the 

True Philosophical Life: Julian and Gregory of Nazianzus” in StPatr 37 (eds. M. F. Wiles 

and E. J. Yarnold, with the assistance of P. M. Parvis; Leuven, Bel.: Peeters, 2001), 69–

85; and her more recent Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church, 2012; Susan R. 

Holman, “Taxing Nazianzus: Gregory and the Other Julian” in StPatr 32 (ed. Elizabeth 

A. Livingstone; Leuven, Bel.: Peeters, 1997), 103–9; Vasiliki M. Limberis, “ ‘Religion’ 
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 In addition to Gregory’s numerous relationships with others, he always expressed 

his desire to immerse himself in the scholarship of his day. His Christian and non-

Christian training and education prepared him to work closely with all kinds of sources. It 

is evident from his own writings that he was reading and interacting with a great deal of 

classical authors.96 As a result of Gregory’s extensive knowledge of the classical world 

coupled with his acute theological sense, Gregory validated himself as an accomplished 

man of letters. 

 Gregory’s decade of study in Athens was followed by a return to his native 

Cappadocia where he retreated for a time to his family’s estate at Karbala, just outside of 

Arianzum. During his stay in Cappadocia he traveled several times to Pontus in order to 

meet with Basil. Gregory was impressed with Basil’s lifestyle, which included intentional 

monastic solitude. Gregory imitated Basil’s lifestyle in his later years and especially after 

his stay in Constantinople. In 361 Gregory was ordained against his will to the 

                                                                                                                                                 

as the Cipher for Identity: The Cases of Emperor Julian, Libanius, and Gregory of 

Nazianzus,” HTR 93 (2000): 373–400. 

96 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 57, lists Anaxilas, Apollonios of 

Rhodes, Aratos, Aristophanes, Aristole, Callimachos, Demosthenes, Diogenes Laertios, 

Evagoras, Heraclitus, Herodotos, Hesiod, Homer, Isocrates, Lucian, Lysias, Philo, 

Phocylides, Pindar, Plato, Plutarch, Sappho, Simonides, Socrates, Theocritos, Theognis, 

and Thucydides. Ruether, Gregory of Nazianzus, compiled a list of direct quotations and 

clear allusions to classical authors, most of which are in the footnotes of PG; to 

McGuckin’s list she adds poets Anacreon, Aeschylus, and Euripides; orators and prose 

writers Hippocrates, Dionysius of Halicarnassus; and philosophers Pythagoras of Samos, 

Zeno of Elea, Anaxagoras, Empedocles, Antisthenes, Anaxarchus of Abdera, Xenocrates, 

Diogenes the Cynic, Epicurus, Crates the Cynic, Aristaeus the Cyrenaic, Empedotimus 

the Pythagorean, Pyrrho of Elis, Cleanthes, Chrysippus, Epictetus, Sextus Empiricus, 

and, collectively, Pythagoreans, Cynics, Stoics, and, as a whole, Peripatetics, Academics, 

and Epicureans, 176–77. In Ruether's estimation, Homer is cited most frequently, 

followed by Plato. For more information on Gregory’s use of classical authors, see 

Donald A. Sykes “The Bible and Greek Classics in Gregory Nazianzen’s Verse,” StPatr 

17 (Elmsford, NY: Pergamon Press, 1982), 1127–30. 
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priesthood. Gregory the Elder’s own ministry was declining because of his old age, and 

he desired for his son to succeed him upon his death. It was not until much later that 

Gregory the Elder died, in 374. In 362 Gregory fled in fear to Pontus in order to join 

Basil. He described his ordination to the priesthood as an act of tyranny, and so in his 

madness and reluctance and fear, he departed for Pontus.97 During his stay, Gregory the 

Elder signed the Homoian creed which resulted in a schism at Nazianzus. Later that year 

Gregory returned to his father and helped heal the wounds that transpired in his 

absence.98 The next several years were spent with visits to Basil and ministering to the 

community in Nazianzus. Gregory’s brother, Caesarios, died in 368, and a year or two 

later his sister, Gorgonia, died. 

 Gregory described Basil as fooling Gregory, when in 370 he was summoned to go 

to Caesarea with Basil in order to secure Basil’s own appointment as bishop. The 

following year the newly crowned bishop, Basil, appointed Gregory to ecclesiastical 

duties in the small town of Sasima, a city of no significance, in order to attenuate the 

force of Arianism in the area. Gregory did not decipher the meaning of it at the time and 

only realized Basil’s purpose after Gregory was already elected as bishop. Gregory 

considered this as a betrayal of their friendship, and this appointment as bishop was 

problematic for Gregory in his later ministry in Constantinople and his election to 

archbishop there, and its later fallout. 

                                                 

97 For Gregory’s own defense of his flight to Pontus, see Gregory of Nazianzus, 

Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 2 (NPNF2 7:204–27). 

98 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 106–14. 
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 Both of Gregory’s parents died in 374, leaving Gregory as the sole survivor of his 

immediate family. Shortly after the death of his parents Gregory retreated to an ascetic 

community in Seleukia until 379, when he would resume his public service of ministry.99 

After Theodosius invited Gregory to act as a representative and advocate of the Nicene 

cause in Constantinople, Gregory finally moved to the capital in 379. Gregory spent most 

of his time trying to defeat Neo-Arian controversies that were rampant in the city. 

Preaching in a city that was almost exclusively Neo-Arian, Gregory delivered his five 

Theological Orations at the house church, Anastasia.100 These five orations would serve 

as the basis of his theological voice at the Council of Constantinople (381). Later that 

year Gregory was elected bishop of the see at Constantinople. 

 The Council of Constantinople (381) was convened by the Emperor Theodosius 

in 381, and after the president of the council, Meletios, died, Gregory, as bishop, 

reluctantly succeeded him as president of the council. As a result of differing opinions 

and agendas, Gregory resigned as president of the council that same year. After his 

resignation and his desire to abstain from high-profile ecclesiastical service, he returned 

to Arianzum, and the following year he resumed his duties at Nazianzus. Later, in the 

midst of his writing and ill-health, Gregory ceased his formal ecclesiastical service and 

retired permanently to Arianzum, where he enjoyed the solitude and aesthetics of the 

monastic life. Gregory continued to write until his death in 390. 

                                                 

99 See ibid., 229–33, for a description of this monastic retreat and Gregory’s 

lodging there. 

100 For a further description and definition of the term ‘Neo-Arian,’ along with 

other opponents of Gregory, see chapter 4. For a description of the nature of this 

community, see Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 230. 
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 Family and friends played a vital role in Gregory’s life and they would shape 

many of the events that were later evident in Gregory’s writings. The deaths of his 

siblings, Caesarios and Gorgonia, affected him greatly. His theological acquaintances and 

close friends, Basil and Gregory of Nyssa, were also influential in his life and thinking. 

Gregory was never unaffected by life’s dramatic events which weighed so heavily on 

him, and this is demonstrated in his writings. Failing to handle the many pressures of the 

public life, he found his niche in the private sphere, ministering to the church instead 

through writing.101 

 

Conclusion 

 The purpose of the present chapter is to introduce and review three primary areas 

within the larger context of this dissertation: the importance of the context of Gregory’s 

polemic, a review of the literature, and a brief overview of his life. There is also 

considerable attention given to Sigurd Bergmann’s 2005 English translation: Creation Set 

Free: The Spirit as Liberator of Nature.102 This work was selected because it is the only 

one of its kind to deal extensively with Gregory’s usage of the doctrine and theme of 

creation, though in a manner that is incompatible with the field of patristics. The main 

section on Gregory in Bergmann’s work is the only place in his study that is dedicated to 

Gregory; the other sections in his work build on or lead up to the section on Gregory. The 

                                                 

101 Though many of Gregory’s writings are extant, among the other early church 

fathers his body of literature is not, according to Quasten, by any means considered 

prolific, The Golden Age of Greek Patristic Literature From the Council of Nicaea to the 

Council of Chalcedon, 239. 

102 Bergmann, Creation Set Free. 
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entire book is dependent upon the theological premises set forth by Bergmann in his 

section on Gregory. While it appears that the work as a whole is a careful study of 

Gregory’s works and thought, and a unique connection is made between Gregory and 

ecology, this dissertation seeks to bring Gregory’s thoughts on creation in a different 

direction. Bergmann aims to correlate ecology and Gregory’s theology, and the literary 

product of his interdisciplinary comparison is an ill-informed and unsustainable 

creation.103 Although Bergmann argues for Gregory’s cosmology in the context of John 

B. Cobb, Jr., Jürgen Moltmann, and other European and American scholars published in 

the last few decades, a comparison with the methodology of Gregory and his context of 

late antiquity is not always fruitful or accurate when likened to the methodology of late 

modernity. This dissertation, therefore, seeks to argue Gregory’s cosmology through the 

thought-world of Gregory’s fourth-century context and as evidenced by Gregory in his 

own words and interpreted through his own historical and theological context. This is 

accomplished through a study of Gregory’s theological forerunners, Origen and 

Athanasius of Alexandria, and their thoughts on the Trinity as it relates to creation, and 

then by examining Gregory’s theology firsthand in his own writings (all of his writings, 

not just two orations) and in his own context. 

It is necessary to orient the reader to the scholarship available on Gregory. As part 

of that literature review, I consulted texts and translations, as well as relevant and recent 

                                                 

103 Ibid., 327. “I did not seek out ‘the’ Christian tradition in Gregory’s writings 

and then correlate that tradition with our contemporary situation. Instead I examined 

Gregory as the representative of a local theology whose views must be understood both in 

connection with his situational context as well as the ‘social memory’ of the Christian 

tradition during his age, a tradition whose Eastern and Western representatives were 

already ascribing considerable significance to his theology during his lifetime.” 
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studies. Gregory is only most recently a more-popular topic, and translations and studies 

are continually being published; even now there are many projects and translations on 

Gregory that are forthcoming. It was not until very recently that all of Gregory’s orations 

were available in English, and many of them are available in more than one 

contemporary and scholarly English translation. These efforts have proliferated studies 

on Gregory and have resulted in a readership that goes outside the boundaries of merely 

the scholarly and academic. 

 I also provided a brief overview of Gregory’s life because there are works on 

Gregory which are published every year, and each one provides new information on 

Gregory that is pertinent to his life and thought. Biographies can also change based on 

perspective, so it is advantageous to view Gregory’s life not only from other histories but 

also from his own writings, especially his biographical writings. Another reason that a 

review of Gregory’s biographical information is necessary for the present writing is 

because so much of what is argued in this dissertation is based on Gregory’s own 

historical setting. This dissertation orients Gregory’s thought and polemic within the 

context of his ecclesiastical and theological opponents. 

 This dissertation aims to contextualize Gregory’s thoughts on creation within the 

fourth-century Trinitarian controversies. Some of Gregory’s most important orations that 

were delivered during his stay in Constantinople were written in response to his 

opponents and in preparation for his ecclesiastical meetings in the capital.104 That is, 

                                                 

104 Most notably the five theological orations (Ors. 27–31) and his so-called festal 

orations (Ors. 38–40); see Gregory of Nazianzus, Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning, and 

Festal Orations. 
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rather than setting out to sculpt a detailed cosmology, Gregory uses his own thoughts on 

creation as theological polemic in response to his theological and ecclesiastical 

opponents. For this dissertation, instead of writing an interdisciplinary approach of 

weaving ecology and unrelated theologies together, I will keep Gregory in his own 

context, rather than placing him in another one foreign to Gregory’s setting. One of the 

major efforts of Bergmann in this work is that he seeks to elevate the creation to a very 

special status. However, when one reads Gregory within his own context, humanity 

serves a higher place in Gregory’s thought, and the relationship of humanity and creation 

to the Spirit is not the same. Instead, Gregory places humanity on a high pedestal in their 

relationship to the Spirit, and Christians on an even higher pedestal. For Gregory, 

Christians relate to the Spirit in a special and unique way. Gregory is a Christian 

theologian and rhetorician who uses Hellenistic themes, forms, and ideas, but expounds a 

distinctively Christian philosophy which is ultimately theologically incompatible with 

Hellenistic philosophy. Some of Bergmann’s conclusions are helpful, and he integrates 

the New Testament well with Gregory’s writings. The problem, however, is that it is all 

couched in ecological thought, which is contrary to Gregory’s thinking and worldview. 

Avoiding anachronisms is essential in seeking to understand Gregory’s writings. Keeping 

Gregory in his own context helps retrieve the historical setting of Gregory’s work and 

allows one to understand the essential Gregory and his message with greater clarity. This 

dissertation seeks to understand Gregory and his argument about the Trinity from 

creation, and Gregory’s resulting theological polemic, in Gregory’s own context. 
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CHAPTER 2 

ALEXANDRIAN FORERUNNERS:  

ORIGEN AND ATHANASIUS ON CREATION AND THE TRINITY 

 

This chapter investigates gateways of Alexandrian, Christian influence on 

Gregory of Nazianzus’s thoughts on the Trinity and its relation to creation. Though there 

are many directions one could look with respect to influence upon and reaction from 

Gregory with regard to the doctrine of creation, not least of which is Middle Platonism 

and Gnosticism, this chapter focuses only on Origen’s and Athanasius of Alexandria’s 

thought as it relates to Gregory.1 The two Alexandrians wrote substantial amounts of 

                                                 

1 For a brief overview of the relationship between God and creation up until the 

time of Athanasius, see Khaled Anatolios, Athanasius: The Coherence of His Thought 

(New York: Routledge, 1998), 6–25; for non-Christian background see Walter Burkert, 

“The Logic of Cosmogony,” in From Myth to Reason? Studies in the Development of 

Greek Thought, ed. Richard Buxton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 87–106; 

Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys, 

2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 1–72; Alan Scott, Origen and the Life 

of the Stars: A History of an Idea (Oxford: Clarendon, 1991), 3–103.Several related 

writings also give background information pertaining to the subject at hand. For example, 

in Scott’s Origen and the Life of the Stars, 3–110, he provides introductory information 

regarding Origen with such figures as Plato, Aristotle, the Old Stoics, Philo, and Clement 

of Alexandria, amongst others. In doing so he does not make a comparison between them 

and Origen. Rather, he provides helpful information which is utilized by Origen. I do the 

same here with reference to Gregory. Anatolios does the same for Athanasius as he 

provides detail on the thought and situation of Irenaeus of Lyons in Athanasius, 6–25. I 

follow the same patter with reference to Gregory. 
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literature, but to consider all of their work is outside of the boundaries of this dissertation. 

The goal of this chapter is to explore only those texts that relate to both creation and the 

Trinity which Gregory acknowledged and read rather than locate all of the links between 

their writings and Gregory’s. The chapters that follow explore Gregory’s own thoughts 

on creation and the Trinity and propose the connections of influence in those chapters.2 

In his youth Gregory studied in Nazianzus, Cappadocian Caesarea, Palestinian 

Caesarea, Alexandria, and Athens. While in Caesarea in Palestine he discovered the 

writings of Origen and it is in Alexandria that he first experienced the writings of 

Athanasius. After Gregory’s educational trips to Caesarea and Alexandria in 347–348, he 

demonstrates a fidelity to Origen’s theology, though Gregory does not follow it in every 

respect, and in Gregory’s own theology he reveals an affinity for Athanasius’s thought.3 

Most scholars conclude that Origen was born in Alexandria and spent a considerable 

amount of time there studying both the Scriptures and neoplatonic philosophy. Origen 

later fled to Palestine where others favored him as an able scholar on theological 

matters.4  

                                                 

2 I mention the specific connections on how those themes are utilized in the 

chapters that follow, particularly chapters 4 and 5. 

3 See John A. McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), vii, 38–41.  

4 Ibid., ed., The Westminster Handbook to Origen (Louisville: Westminster John 

Knox, 2004), 9–10. J. A. Lyons, The Cosmic Christ in Origen and Teilhard de Chardin: 

A Comparative Study (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982), argues that Origen’s 

cosmology has platonic influence, mostly from Middle Platonism and the influence of 

such authors as Philo, Plutarch, Numenius of Apamea, and Albinus; there is a line of 

development from Plato’s Timaeus to Plotinus’s Enneads in which there is a threefold 
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Athanasius, likewise, was deeply entrenched in Alexandrian thought and 

ecclesiastical politics, occupying the seat of the bishop in that great city. Athanasius 

learned many theological ideas from Origen, yet he did not side with Origen in every 

respect.5 Origen and Athanasius each employed the methods and thought of the 

Alexandrian theological tradition, which become paradigmatic for Gregory in his own 

thought, and it is helpful to investigate in more detail how these two Alexandrian 

forerunners specifically influenced Gregory with reference to the motifs that are the 

center of Gregory’s attention such as creation, the Trinity, and the economy of salvation. 

This chapter investigates Origen’s and Athanasius’s writings with reference to creation 

and the Trinity; in this respect it is not a comparison of Origen and Athanasius with 

Gregory. Rather, this chapter provides background for the following chapters by 

providing an overview of what Origen and Athanasius thought with reference to creation 

and the Trinity, which is essential for understanding Gregory’s own context in writing 

which includes utilizing the thought and methods of his predecessors. The chapters that 

follow identify the usage of Origen and Athanasius in Gregory’s own writings. 

 

 

                                                 

cosmological scheme: God is linked with the cosmos, and the absolute is linked with the 

contingent, by means of an ontological middle term, 90. 

5 For helpful analyses of the thought of Origen and Athanasius, see Rebecca J. 

Lyman, Christology and Cosmology: Models of Divine Activity in Origen, Eusebius, and 

Athanasius (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), and Peter Widdicombe, The 

Fatherhood of God from Origen to Athanasius, rev. ed.  (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2001). 
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Origen of Alexandria and Gateways of Influence on Gregory 

It is difficult to decipher which of Origen’s (ca. 186–255) texts Gregory actually 

read, but I am quite certain that Gregory read Origen’s two most uncharacteristic texts, 

the treatises On First Principles and Against Celsus.6 It is clear from Gregory’s writings 

that Gregory considered Origen a model for Christian scholarship and piety, and this is 

exemplified in the production of the Philocalia of Origen by Gregory and Basil of 

Caesarea. In his letter to Bishop Theodore of Tyana, Gregory writes: “But that you may 

have some small thing to remember us by, we send you the volume of the Philocalia of 

Origen, containing a selection of passages useful to students of literature.”7 Gregory 

demonstrates familiarity with Origen’s thought, and in the context of fourth-century 

theological debates, some argue that Origen provided a framework from which Arius of 

Alexandria could use to support Arius’s thought, which is not in agreement with the 

conclusions of the Council of Nicea (325).8 Origen, rather, clearly states that the Son is 

                                                 

6 These two texts are unlike the majority of Origen’s literary corpus in that they 

are not exegetical and are not commentaries or homilies but are treatises that are 

philosophical and theological in framework yet at the same time do not neglect scriptural 

interpretation. G. W. Butterworth places the writing of On First Principles to sometime 

before the year 231, in Origen, On First Principles, trans. G. W. Butterworth (Notre 

Dame: Ave Maria, 2013), xxxix. Henry Chadwick dates the writing of Against Celsus to 

just before the year 248, in ibid., Contra Celsum, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1953), xiv–xv. 

7 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Ep. 115 (NPNF2 

7:472) eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. Charles Gordon Browne and James 

Edward Swallow (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004). 

8 Socrates Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History 4.26 (NPNF2 2:111) eds. Philip 

Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. A. C. Zenos; (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), writes 

that Basil and Gregory, in their Philocalia, stress the correct interpretation of Origen, 

against the Arians who interpreted Origen incorrectly. 
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not created by the Father but rather that the Son is without origin.9 Gregory knows how to 

navigate this terrain in the direction of Nicene orthodoxy as is evident in the content of 

the Philocalia. This compendium of spiritual sayings dealing with Origen’s thought does 

not delve into ideas previously teased out by Origen, such as the pre-existence of the soul 

and the subordination of the essence of the Son to the Father.10 

Determining what Origen actually taught concerning the Son is no small task. 

Origen viewed the Son in at least two dimensions, in relation to the Father and in relation 

to creation. In relation to the Father, Origen views the Son and the Father as unified with 

reference to deity since the Father and the Son share a divine unity.11 The Son is related 

to creation in that the Son receives his divinity from the Father and, like creation, must 

say of the Father that the Father is greater.12 Nevertheless, these two aspects of the Son 

                                                 

9 Origen, On First Principles 4.4.1, 417–19. For a discussion on the role of 

Origen’s thought in Alexandria with reference to the Nicene debate, see R. P. C. Hanson, 

The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy, 318–381 (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2005), 138–45, where Hanson argues convincingly that Alexander of 

Alexandria had a natural gravitation toward Origen’s theology, and that Origen’s 

theology is inconsistent with Arius’s theological conclusions. 

10 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 102–3. The subordination of the 

essence of the Son to the Father as Origen’s confession is not substantiated when one 

examines the entire body of Origen’s literature. 

11 Origen, Contra Celsum 8.12: “Therefore we worship the Father of the truth and 

the Son who is the truth; they are two distinct existences, but one in mental unity, in 

agreement, and in identity of will,” 460–61. 

12 John 14:28; Lyons, The Cosmic Christ in Origen and Teilhard de Chardin, 

argues that Origen is interpreted at least two different ways in this sense: Athanasius 

viewed Origen as one who stood in the tradition to be solidified at Nicea (325), and 

Jerome saw Origen as the source of Arianism, 112. While each of these could be argued, 

I side with the former due to Origen’s explicit usage in Athanasius and Gregory, since 

Athanasius and Gregory are each Nicene proponents. 
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dwell in harmony for Origen who, however, is not as concerned as creating a theology 

that is systematized as some who come after him. 

The Philocalia is a carefully-selected anthology by Gregory and Basil which 

demonstrates the love of Origen’s writings that these two shared. Gregory and Basil 

produced the anthology in the late 350s, and it is composed of twenty-seven chapters 

which contain titles as well as the portion of Origen’s writings from which they come.13 

The Philocalia of Origen is arranged into twenty-seven chapters which deal primarily 

with how to read Scripture, how not to read Scripture, the tools one uses when reading 

Scripture, the books of Scripture, the truth of the Christian faith, the freedom of one’s 

will, and several other secondary topics. It draws from a broad body of Origen’s works, 

both in content and in the date of production. With reference to the book of Genesis, 

Origen’s hermeneutics provide a framework for the interpretation of Gen 1–3 which 

Gregory and Basil later employ.14   

                                                 

13 See Origen, The Philocalia of Origen, ed. Armitage Robinson (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1893), for an introduction to the Philocalia with the Greek 

text, and ibid., The Philocalia of Origen, ed. and trans. George Lewis (Edinburgh: T&T 

Clark, 1911), for an English translation of the 1893 Greek edition. For more-recent 

critical editions of the Greek texts, see ibid., Philocalie 1–20: Sur les Écritures (SC 302) 

ed. and trans. Marguérite Harl (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1983). Harl doubts the likelihood 

that Gregory is the actual editor of the Philocalia, 20–27, though McGuckin makes a 

strong case that Gregory is the compiler since Gregory specifically names himself as the 

editor elsewhere (see Ep. 115), McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 104.  See also 

Origen, Philocalie 21–27: Sur le libre arbitre (SC 226) ed. and trans. Eric Junod (Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf, 1976). 

14 See Peter C. Bouteneff, Ancient Christian Readings of the Biblical Creation 

Narratives (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 124. This also means that when we listen to 

what these two fathers say about Gen 1–3, that the reader must bear in mind Gregory’s 

and Basil’s study of Origen and his thoughts on the creation narratives. 
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The content of the Philocalia focuses primarily on scriptural interpretation rather 

than thoughts about God or other systematic theological concerns. In this sense, Gregory 

and Basil view Origen as more of a guide to the correct interpretation of Scripture, rather 

than a systematic theologian, though the Philocalia is not void of theological matters. 

The Greek text is helpful in the formation of Origen’s corpus because many of these 

writings by Origen only existed in Rufinus’s Latin edition. Although Gregory and Basil 

produced the Philocalia before either began their formal literary careers, one can 

conclude what was important to them at the time, based on the selection of their texts.  

 Questioning how Gregory perceives Origen, based on Gregory’s production of the 

Philocalia and the evidence in his own writings, one sees how he gravitates towards 

Origen’s thought quite readily.15 Gregory’s writings reveal his own knowledge of Origen 

on many different levels such as the knowledge of the Trinity, cosmology, and 

salvation.16 Gregory demonstrates a clear knowledge of Origen’s Commentary on John, 

and he used that knowledge in his own writings.17 There are several other important areas 

of connection between Origen and Gregory. 

                                                 

15 McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, writes that Origen is a kind of hero for 

Gregory whom he could emulate not only in thought but also in life, 38. 

16 Christopher A. Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge 

of God: In Your Light We Shall See Light (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 

272–73, who concludes that Gregory is the most faithful disciple Origen had among all 

the patristic fathers, 273.  

17 Joseph W. Trigg, “Knowing God in the Theological Orations of Gregory of 

Nazianzus: The Heritage of Origen,” in God in Early Christian Thought: Essays in 

Memory of Lloyd G. Patterson, ed. Andrew B. McGowan, Brian E. Daley, and Timothy 

J. Gaden (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 83–104. I demonstrate the literary and theological 

connections when I examine Origen’s texts. 
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 One ecclesiastical association worth mentioning is the link between Origen and 

Gregory via Gregory Thaumaturgos. Gregory Thaumaturgos was born in Cappadocian 

Pontus around 210–215, but later came into contact with Origen; at the end of Gregory 

Thaumaturgos’s life he composes an address which is written in appreciation of Origen’s 

influence on his life.18 The connection between Gregory and Gregory Thaumaturgos was 

made through the influence of Gregory Thaumaturgos on Basil’s and Gregory of Nyssa’s 

grandmother, Macrina the Elder, who was profoundly influenced by Gregory 

Thaumaturgos. She later imparted his teachings to two of her grandchildren. Gregory of 

Nyssa, who writes the Vita for Gregory Thaumaturgos, speaks highly of him, as does 

Basil in his On the Holy Spirit.19 Gregory probably learned much about Gregory 

Thaumaturgos from Basil and Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory is referring to Gregory 

Thaumaturgos when he writes about baptism in Or. 40.20 Basil and Gregory of Nyssa 

                                                 

18 For more information on the relationship between Gregory Thaumaturgos and 

Origen, see Richard Valantasis, Spiritual Guides of the Third Century: A Semiotic Study 

of Guide-Disciple Relationship in Christianity, Neoplatonism, Hermetism, and 

Gnosticism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 14–16. 

19 Basil writes: “Where shall we put Gregory the Great and his words? Why not 

with the apostles and prophets? He is a man who walked by the same Spirit as they, who 

walked his whole life in the footsteps of the saints, who successfully kept the demands of 

the Gospel’s way of life for his whole life,” in Basil, On the Holy Spirit 29.74, trans. 

Stephen M. Hildebrand (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 114. Basil 

refers to Gregory Thaumaturgos, not Gregory of Nazianzus, also known as Gregory the 

Theologian, and certainly not the pope of Rome, Gregory the Great, who died at the 

beginning of the seventh century. 

20 “There is nothing servile in the Trinity, nothing created, nothing accidental, as I 

have heard one of the wise say.” In this oration on Holy Baptism, Gregory does not 

mention Gregory Thaumaturgos by name because it is apparently obvious that 

Thaumaturgos is the referent. In addition, it is the pattern of the Fathers not to mention 
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highly praise Origen, about whom they learn through Macrina and Gregory 

Thaumaturgos. Gregory’s mother, Nonna, identified with the Christian tradition as 

handed down by Gregory Thaumaturgos, which was in turn handed down by Origen.21  

 

Creation and the Trinity in On First Principles 

 Origen’s On First Principles is a monumental project which is itself the first 

systematic theological work of its kind. I demonstrate above that Gregory had knowledge 

of many of Origen’s writings, and most certainly On First Principles. On First Principles 

is survived today mostly from Rufinus’s Latin translation, but Gregory and Basil 

preserved portions of On First Principles in Greek in their compilation of some of 

Origen’s texts in their Philocalia.22 Nevertheless, Gregory is familiar with all of On First 

Principles, and the reason that not all of it is included in the Philocalia is because it did 

not fit his editorial agenda. 

                                                 

the names of other church fathers in their writings; in Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 40.42, 

375. 

21 Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God, 5. See 

also Gregory of Nazianzus, Three Poems, Concerning His own Affairs, Carm. II.1.1.118 

(FC 75:29) trans. Denis Molaise Meehan (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 1987): “my mother had inherited from her ancestors the faith that is 

pleasing to God.” 

22 Origen, On First Principles, lxiv. The Philocalia preserves the Greek versions 

of On First Principles 3.1 and 4.1–3. For a thorough investigation into the structure of On 

First Principles, see Brian E. Daley, “Origen’s De Principiis: A Guide to the Principles 

of Christian Spiritual Interpretation” in Nova et Vetera: Patristic Studies in Honor of 

Thomas Patrick Halton, ed. John Petruccione (Washington, DC: The Catholic University 

of America Press, 1998), 3–21. 
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 The text itself is divided into four books: God, the world, freedom, and biblical 

revelation.23 The text begins with Gregory’s and Basil’s usage of chapters 1–3 of On 

First Principles, and comprises a majority of the first of twenty-seven chapters.24 The 

final chapter in Origen’s fourth book in On First Principles is the section on the summary 

of doctrine which contains explanations on the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The 

Philocalia, however, does not include this chapter of On First Principles. Chapter 21 of 

the Philocalia contains chapter 1 of book 3 of On First Principles, and discusses the 

                                                 

23 See Charles Kannengiesser, “Divine Trinity and the Structure of Peri Archon” 

in Origen of Alexandria: His World and His Legacy, eds. Charles Kannengiesser and 

William L. Petersen (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 231–49, 

where Kannengiesser argues for a Trinitarian polemical motive in the structure of On 

First Principles. Beeley adds that the structure of Gregory’s Theological Orations and 

Carmina Arcana is based off of Origen’s structure of On First Principles, in Gregory of 

Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God, 272. 

24 Gregory, well aware of the content of On First Principles, book 1, follows the 

pattern in his own set of poems, published together as Poemata Arcana, after the chapters 

here. The eight poems of Gregory line up with some of Origen’s chapters in Poemata 

Arcana, ed. Claudio Moreschini; trans. D. A. Sykes (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1997). Gregory’s poems correspond with Origen’s chapters: “On First Principles” (Carm. 

I.1.1, 397–401) = The Father; “On the Son,” (Carm. I.1.2, 401–408) = Christ; “On the 

Spirit” (Carm. I.1.3, 408–15) = The Holy Spirit; “On the Universe” (Carm. I.1.4, 415–23) 

does not have a direct corollary; “On Providence” (Carm. I.1.5, 424–29) does not have a 

direct corollary; “On Rational Natures” (Carm. I.1.7, 438–46) = Rational Natures and 

The Angels; “On the Soul” (Carm. I.1.8, 446–56) does not have a direct corollary, and 

“On the Testaments and the Coming of Christ” (Carm. I.1.9, 456–64) does not have a 

direct corollary. 
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matter of free will. It is evident that Gregory is aware of Origen’s writings and he will 

pick up on many of their theological themes in his own writings.25 

 It is evident that Origen is not able to dismiss his previous Greek philosophical 

learning when interpreting Scripture. Origen struggles with defining and understanding 

the cosmos and Jesus’s relationship to it. After quoting Jesus, “I am not of this world” 

(John 14:16), Origen fails to understand what Jesus meant in this sentence. The question 

is answered by listening to the words of Jesus in the same book: “I have come down from 

heaven” (John 6:38). But Origen does not settle for a definition such as the abode of God 

but, rather, speculates as to whether it is some other world, planet, or star.26 Origen runs 

into problems when he cannot decipher between the literal and the non-literal. An 

example in this context is when he recalls Gen 1:1: “in the beginning God made the 

heaven and the earth,” and he goes on to conclude that heaven, which he does confess is 

where Jesus is from, was created at the beginning of creation. The heavens in Gen 1 

likely refer to a physical location such as the sky, and Origen makes great effort to honor 

the text of the Scripture, both in its intent and to the letter, and he is interpreting within 

the worldview of his own pre-critical era.27 The Psalter’s parallelism of “heavens” and 

                                                 

25 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ: The Five Theological Orations and 

Two Letters to Cledonius, Or. 29.2, trans. Frederick Williams and Lionel Wickham 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 70. 

26 Origen, On First Principles 2.3.6, 111–12. 

27 Ibid., 112–13. See also J. N. B. Carleton Paget, “The Christian Exegesis of the 

Old Testament in the Alexandrian Tradition,” in The Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The 

History of its Interpretation. Volume 1, Part 1: Antiquity, ed. Magne Sæbø (Göttingen, 

Ger.: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996, 499–533. With reference to creation specifically 

viewed from a pre-critical religious lens, see James L. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A 
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“firmament” in Ps 19 illustrates one of the ways to which this is referred biblically, where 

“heavens” are described as the firmament or sky.28 

 Origen quickly enters into a christological interpretation of creation, quoting Col 

1:16, John 1:1, and Ps 104:24.29 It is clear that Origen views Christ as the Creator of the 

world both in the Old Testament and in the New Testament, and sees Christ as both Word 

and Wisdom. Origen also refers to First Corinthians in which Christ is described as 

righteousness, and how the created world relies upon the righteousness which is 

implanted in all created beings by the wisdom of Christ.30 The purpose of God’s creating 

is that the goodness of God is declared in the creation of the rational beings.31 Human 

free will is rooted in creation and is given based on God’s free will, and with that free 

will humanity has the opportunity to freely choose either to imitate or to neglect God.32 

                                                 

Guide to the Bible as It Was at the Start of the Common Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1999), 43–91. 

28 Ps 19:1: “The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament 

proclaims his handiwork.” The LXX rendering (Ps 18:1) is similar, where “heavens” = 

οὐρανοὶ and “firmament” = στερέωμα. 

29 “For in him and through him were all things created, whether things in heaven 

or things on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or 

powers; all were created through him and in him;” “In the beginning was the Word, and 

the Word was with God, and the Word was God; the same was in the beginning with 

God. All things were made through him, and without him was nothing made;” “Thou hast 

made all things in wisdom.” The three translations used here are provided by the 

translator of the Latin edition, 2.9.4, 164. 

30 “He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from 

God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor 1:30). Origen, On 

First Principles 2.9.4, 165. 

31 Origen, On First Principles 2.9.6, 167. 

32 Ibid., 2.9.6, 168. 
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But the fact that some individuals exercise their will in neglecting God does not, for that 

reason, make God unrighteous. Origen quotes Paul: “Is there unrighteousness with God? 

God forbid” (Rom 9:14).33 

  When Origen discusses the creation and contemplates God, he mentions the Son 

most frequently, positing that God creates all things through the Son; he quotes Col 1:16–

18 and John 1:3 (“all were created through him and in him;” “all things were made 

through him.”34 He also points to an Old Testament text which, Origen claims, reveals 

the Trinity in creation.35 These texts are important to identify because it demonstrates 

Origen intentions to protect his readers against the teachings of Valentinus, who 

distinguishes between Sophia, Jesus, and Christ, which Origen teaches are three different 

names for the same person. In addition, while Origen did not know it at the time, his 

writings, when read carefully, provide a polemic against Arius, who taught that the Son is 

created by the Father. 

The most obvious point of connection is Gregory’s implementation of the themes 

of On First Principles in his Poemata Arcana. While there is a foundational element of 

the creation of the world in Origen’s work, Gregory prefers to take up the form much 

                                                 

33 Ibid., 2.9.7, 170. 

34 Ibid., 4.4.3. This chapter is Origen’s final chapter in On First Principles. It 

serves as a doctrinal summary of what comes before, and is not mentioned in the 

Philocalia, though it is read by Gregory but not included here because of space 

constraints, or simply because it is not part of his editorial agenda, 420. 

35 Ibid., “By the word of the Lord were the heavens made strong, and all their 

power by the spirit of his mouth” (Ps 33:6). I use the NRSV here as it is not abundantly 

clear which recension of the LXX Gregory used. Origen’s interpretation here is that the 

Lord refers to the Son and the spirit to the Holy Spirit. 
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more than the content of Origen’s cosmology. Gregory emphasizes the eternal generation 

of the Son, and it is incontestable that Gregory learns this from Origen, since Origen is 

the first Christian theologian to write extensively about this belief. The eternal generation 

of the Son is Gregory’s primary argument from creation and against his opponents.36 

 

Creation and the Trinity in Against Celsus 

 Origen’s work Against Celsus is completed before 248 and is Origen’s eight-book 

response to the Greek philosopher’s attack against Christianity. That attack, named the 

True Doctrine, is not independently extant but rather is preserved by Origen in this 

truculent response to Celsus. The entire work is a defense of the Christian faith in 

response to the attack against it by Celsus. As far as the text itself, Origen has far less to 

say about creation and the Trinity than he did in On First Principles, but the matters that 

are relevant are discussed here. In the fifth book of Against Celsus, in the middle of 

Origen’s response to Celsus and prohibition that Christians worship other gods, Origen 

writes that Jesus did not become a god at the incarnation but rather is beside God at the 

creation: “For the divine scriptures know that he is the oldest of all created beings, and 

that it was to him that God said of the creation of man: ‘Let us make man in our image 

and likeness.’ ”37 The interpretation of Origen’s thought is that Origen believes the Son is 

                                                 

36 Other topics in which Gregory follows Origen relate in a secondary way, such 

as the incomprehensibility of God. See Origen, On First Principles 4.4.8, 427–28 and 

Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 30.17, 107. 

37 Origen, Contra Celsum 5.37, 294. Origen is quoting from Gen 1:26. 
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present alongside God the Father at the creation of the world.38 One suspects that Origen 

is allowing for the creation of the Son, since Origen writes that the Son is the ‘oldest of 

all created beings,’ but this view is dispelled when one reads Origen’s earlier remarks 

elsewhere and especially in On First Principles.39 

 Even though Against Celsus is not a theological treatise on the Trinity, Origen’s 

Trinitarian theology is apparent, though modest. In discussing the role that the Son plays 

with reference to the Father, in taking away the darkness and revealing the light at the 

beginning of creation, the Son, the Logos of God, is both uncreated and firstborn of all 

created nature, and is begotten of the Father. The Son, therefore, exists as the one who is 

the closest to the Father as far as relationship is concerned, for the Son is both the 

wisdom and truth of the Father. The Son reveals the Father to the world and opens the 

                                                 

38 Ibid., Contra Celsum 6.49–50, 365–67. Origen writes that Celsus describes this 

as ‘very silly’ and ‘utter trash.’ Yet the Mosaic story of the creation of the world is no 

inane tale for Origen; rather, Origen puts so much confidence in the Scripture that he 

does not even bother to engage in Celsus’s belligerence. 

39 Ibid., 1.2.2, 22. Here Origen states that God is always the Father of the Son, and 

that the Son is indeed born of the Father, yet is without beginning and is begotten beyond 

the limits of any beginnings that are spoken of or understood. To  accuse Gregory of the 

same thing is misleading since Gregory believes that all three persons are indeed God and 

those three are the ones who create all, not merely the Father. Gregory supports this idea 

when he states, “This is the One God, the Trinity, who created all existence who filled the 

heavens with spiritual beings, the land with creatures of earth, the oceans, rivers and 

springs with water’s living things” in his “Glory to God the Father,” in Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Saint Gregory Nazianzen: Selected Poems, ed. and trans. John A. McGuckin 

(Oxford: SLG, 1986) (Carm. I.1.31, PG 37, 510–11), 10, and again: “Christ, Word of 

God, light of light that has no beginning,” in “An Evening Prayer,” (Carm. I.1.31, 511–

14), 11. 
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door for created, rational beings to know the Father, through the Son.40 Origen also 

indicates that it is the Spirit of God which is upon the water at the creation.41 

 Origen observes that the man and the woman are created in the garden of Eden in 

one single day, yet writes that later in Genesis it states, when referring to the descendants 

after Adam and Eve, that they are created “in the day in which God made heaven and 

earth” (Gen 5:1).42 Origen targets this potential conundrum to convey the generations 

which followed Adam and Eve as not created on the same day as Adam and Eve, yet 

Genesis uses such language that is presented this way if one reads the account in an 

overly-literal fashion.43  

 Since Against Celsus is Origen’s response to Celsus and reveals more about the 

thought and text of Celsus than the theology of Origen (which is seen more clearly in On 

First Principles), Against Celsus is not the ideal work to search for Origen’s doctrine of 

the Trinity for clues about the creation. Continuity does exist between this and his other 

works, which are sometimes superior in terms of establishing a broader understanding of 

Origen’s ideas. Gregory’s implementation of this work is only in a general sense in that 

                                                 

40 Origen, Contra Celsum 6.17, 330–31. 

41 Ibid. 

42 Ibid., 6.50, 367. 

43 Origen himself warns against the danger of only interpreting literally in On 

First Principles 4.2, 353–81. For a discussion on this theme see Peter W. Martens, 

Origen and Scripture: The Contours of the Exegetical Life (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2012), 140–56. 
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Gregory emulates Trinitarian polemic against his theological opponents, and Against 

Celsus remains a key polemical text for Origen. 

 

Creation and the Trinity in Commentary on John 

 Since Origen spends most of his academic career writing commentaries and 

sermons about passages from the Bible, it is appropriate that Origen devotes time to 

interpret and apply the Gospel of John in order to integrate its teaching with what Origen 

deems the entire teaching and theology of the Bible. In Origen’s Commentary on John, 

there is a vast amount of reflection regarding the Trinity, which is certainly appropriate 

for discussion in this dissertation, and which is judged by some as the greatest exegetical 

work of the early church.44 Origen decides to write this commentary and to provide a 

Christian commentary on the Gospels.  

 Since the Gospel of John has many sections which are explicitly theological, or at 

least more overtly theological than the Synoptic Gospels, it is best to limit the discussion 

here to texts which Origen addresses which pertain both to creation and the Trinity. The 

books of the commentary that are addressed here are portions of books 1–2, 13, 20, and 

32. Books 1 and 2 focus specifically on the first chapter of John, with special attention 

dedicated to the prologue of John’s gospel. In books 13 and 20 the Son is discussed (the 

generation of the Son in book 20), and a brief discussion of the Spirit is found in book 32. 

                                                 

44 Origen, Commentary on the Gospel According to John, Books 1–10 (FC 80:1) 

trans. Ronald E. Heine (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 

1989). The commentary is written over a period of time, at various points of Origen’s 

career, and spans from 231 to 248; see 4–5. 
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 The locus of the second half of book 1 is primarily on two words from the 

prologue to John’s gospel: arché and Logos.45 Origen dedicates a significant amount of 

space to describing these two terms, deciphering their meaning in their own context and 

interpreted as Origen sees reasonable.46 Arché or beginning, describes the creation, as in 

Gen 1:1: “In the beginning God made heaven and earth,” but according to Origen, is 

more properly described in Job (40:14 [19]): “This is the beginning of the Lord’s 

creation.” In describing these verses and by quoting Job, Origen is making an 

interpretation in which he conveys the pre-existence of the souls of believers, and 

portrays a dragon created by God, elsewhere identified by Origen as Satan. He also states 

that a passage from the Letter to the Romans is understood in this context as well: 

“Creation was subjected to vanity, not willingly, but because of him who subjected it in 

hope” (Rom 8:20).47 

 From the opening of John’s gospel, Origen then discusses what he concludes John 

means when he writes “In the beginning was the Word” (John 1:1). Origen explains that 

there are a number of elements which are not ‘the beginning,’ including creation, but 

suggests that the beginning is the Son of God.48 Among Origen’s suggestions are: 

change, the dragon, wisdom, that from which something comes, the Father, the firstborn 

                                                 

45 Gk.: ἀρχή and Λόγος. 

46 Ibid., 1.94–97, 53. 

47 Ibid., 1.99, 54. Gregory discusses this passage and I explore it in the chapters 

that follow. 

48 Ibid., 1.116, 58. In the same sentence Origen writes that depending on one’s 

interpretation, the Son of God is not the beginning in John 1:1. 
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of all creation, or that which pertains to learning (in relation to both nature and 

humanity). In the end, Origen does not arrive at a definitive or precise conclusion. 

 Book 2 in Origen’s commentary on John begins with Origen explaining to his 

patron, Ambrose, how the Word is with God. Origen posits that this does not occur at a 

certain period of time; rather, “the Word was in the beginning” and “the Word was with 

God” from all time and eternity.49 The Word is God because the Word existing alongside 

with God makes the Word God.50 Origen goes to great lengths to describe this by 

elucidating the technicalities of the Greek language implicit in the Gospel of John. 

 Origen also deliberates the origin of the Spirit with reference to the Son. He 

concludes that the Spirit is uncreated, yet is made by the Son, in the sense that the Spirit 

receives divinity from the Father, yet is made by the Father through the agency of the 

Son.51 Origen’s thoughts on this are important, as he explains the Trinity and the need for 

both the liberation of creation as well as the incarnate Son: 

This activity fell, as it were, in some way to the Holy Spirit. Since the 

Spirit cannot bear it, he sends forth the Savior because he alone is able to 

bear such a great conflict. And although it is the Father, as leader, who 

sends the Son, the Holy Spirit joins in sending him in advance, promising 

to descend to the Son of God at the right time and to cooperate in the 

salvation of men.52 

  

                                                 

49 Ibid., Commentary on the Gospel According to John, Books 1–10,  2.9, 97.  

50 Ibid., 2.10, 97. See Gregory’s usage of the phrase in Or. 30.20, 109. 

51 Ibid., 2.74, 113. Here Origen recalls the existence of the Son by means of the 

Spirit. Origen also adds that there are three hypostases: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 2.75, 

114. 

52 Ibid., 2.83, 115–16. 
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In Origen’s twentieth book in his Commentary on John he discusses the 

generation of the Son, which is important for this discussion because Origen describes the 

generation as occurring before the creation, with effects of the generation experienced at 

the creation. Origen discusses this in the context of the kenosis poem from Paul’s letter to 

the Philippians (2:6–11). There the Son is said to empty himself, whereby the emptying is 

synonymous with the incarnation. In other words, the Son is eternally a Son but adds 

humanity to his deity at the incarnation. Origen raises a question as to the meaning 

behind the Son’s procession from God. Origen implies that at the incarnation one is better 

able to witness the procession of the Son from the Father, and that the Father is with the 

Son.53 The generation of the Son from the Father is part of Origen’s cosmology, and in it 

here that he affirms the unbegotten Father and the eternally begotten Son.54 

Origen is reticent to come to mature conclusions on the subject of the Holy Spirit. 

In the thirty-second book he writes a simple and rudimentary statement: “And one must 

also believe in the Holy Spirit.”55 Origen does write elsewhere concerning the Holy 

Spirit, but generally his writing about the Spirit is consistent with other theologians of his 

                                                 

53 Ibid., Commentary on the Gospel According to John, Books 13–32, 13.153–55   

(FC 89:238) trans. Ronald E. Heine (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 1993). Gregory picks up on the kenotic hymn when he writes that Christ 

was emptied, and he describes this by offering two synonymous concepts (or 

characteristics) of the kenosis: the incarnation and the Son being “made man” in Or. 

29.18, 86. 

54 See also Lyman, Christology and Cosmology, 72, for a brief discussion of the 

relationship of the Father and Son in relation to cosmology in reference to Origen. 

55 Origen, Commentary on the Gospel According to John, Books 13–32, 32.189, 

387. 
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time in that it is undeveloped.56 Origen does write more about the Holy Spirit, but his 

thoughts here are succinct and are described in a creedal fashion, together with the Father 

and the Son. This condensed formula gives one a picture of the essentials of certain 

confessional commitments in Origen’s day, and is consistent with other creeds that are 

extant in the third century.57 Origen’s commentary ends just before John 14–16 which is 

unfortunate because of the christological and Trinitarian relationships which John 

describes. Gregory’s usage of Origen is evident in his overlying implementation of 

John’s gospel, which is certainly influenced by Origen’s commentary. The “generation” 

of the Son language in Scripture is limited to John’s gospel, and is explained in terms of 

creation, and it becomes Gregory’s greatest polemical argument.58 

                                                 

56 This is consistent with other creeds of his day. See John H. Leith, ed., Creeds of 

the Churches: A Reader in Christian Doctrine from the Bible to the Present, 3rd ed. 

(Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), such as Irenaeus’s Rule of Faith: “[the church believes 

in]…the Holy Spirit, who proclaimed through the prophets the dispensations of God;” 21; 

Tertullian’s Rule of Faith: “[we]…[believe]…the Holy Spirit the Paraclete, the sanctifier 

of the faith of those who believe in the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit;” 21–22; 

and the Interrogatory Creed of Hippolytus: “Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?” 23. For 

more on Origen’s doctrine of the Holy Spirit and how it influenced Gregory, see Andrew 

Radde-Galwitz, “The Holy Spirit as Agent, Not Activity: Origen’s Argument with 

Modalism and its Afterlife in Didymus, Eunomius, and Gregory of Nazianzus,” VC 65 

(2011): 224–48. 

57 See A. Edward Siecienski, “(Re)defining the Boundaries of Orthodoxy: The 

Rule of Faith and the Twentieth-Century Rehabilitation of Origen” in Tradition and the 

Rule of Faith in the Early Church: Essays in Honor of Joseph T. Lienhard, S. J., eds. 

Ronnie J. Rombs and Alexander Y. Hwang (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 2010), 286–307. For the ambiguity in Origen’s doctrine of the Spirit, see 

Henri Crouzel, Origen, trans. A. S. Worrall (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989), 198–203. 

58 Gregory explains this in detail and displays his reliance upon Origen in Select 

Orations, Or. 25.15–16 (FC 107:171–73) trans. Martha Vinson (Washington, DC: The 

Catholic University of America Press, 2003). 
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Creation and the Trinity in Homilies on Genesis 

 It is obvious that Genesis occurs before John in the chronological sequence of 

Scripture, but it is discussed in this dissertation after Origen’s Commentary on John 

because the text is composed after Origen wrote his commentary.59 Here I order Origen’s 

writings in a chronological presentation so as to decipher any evolution in his thought. 

Regarding the manuscripts of this text, the reader is dependent upon the Latin versions of 

Origen’s Greek from between 403 and 405, which are preserved by Rufinus.60 There are 

several textual issues which come into play in retrieving the integrity of Origen’s text.61  

 The translated text of this edition consists of sixteen consecutive homilies which, 

excepting the first two, deal with the larger Genesis narrative about the patriarchs. Of 

those two exceptions, only the first deals with creation, so that is the only homily that is 

analyzed here. The first homily discusses the first chapter of Genesis, and the second 

homily begins with Gen 6. How unfortunate it is that these homilies do not contain the 

second and third chapters of Genesis, as they are crucial to the discussion of creation.  

 Origen begins the first homily by discussing the first verse of Genesis, and crafts 

it in christological and Trinitarian terminology. As Origen discussed the phrase “in the 

beginning” in his Commentary on John, so he discusses it here. The beginning, writes 

                                                 

59 See Origen, Homilies on Genesis and Exodus (FC 71:23) trans. Ronald E. 

Heine (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1982), where Heine 

dates the delivering of the homilies between 238 and 244. 

60 Ibid., Rufinus gives us “the essence of Origen’s thought, but certainly not 

Origen’s words, at least on any regular, predictable basis,” 40. Heine records that the 

Genesis, Exodus, and Leviticus commentaries are completed at this time in ibid., 29.  

61 Origen, Homilies on Genesis and Exodus, 39. 
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Origen, is Jesus Christ, the Word and Savior of all, who is the firstborn of every creature, 

and who is with God—indeed the Word is God—in the beginning.62 Although there is no 

specific reference to the Holy Spirit as such, one assumes that Origen understands the 

“spirit of God” moving over the waters as the Holy Spirit, since the text is translated as 

‘spirit’ as opposed to ‘wind’ or some other distinctively non-supernatural term. Origen’s 

interpretation of the first verse of Genesis is not original, but it is distinctly christological 

and speaks against other cosmological frameworks proposed by certain gnostic writers. 

In unfolding the days of creation along with their components and characteristics, 

Origen uncovers the issue of light and darkness, which he is prone to do in his writings 

about creation.63 Christ is the light which shines in the darkness, who illumines the 

darkness, and who illumines the church.64 Christ is the light of the apostles, and the 

apostles are the light of the world.65 Light is mentioned frequently in Scripture; with 

reference to creation and the Trinity, Origen makes the connection between the light, sun, 

and stars of creation and the fact that Christ is called “light” frequently in the Gospel of 

John. Origen has much more to say about the details of the days of creation and his own 

scientific conclusions, but they do not further the argument of the involvement of the 

                                                 

62 Ibid., Homilies on Genesis 1.1, 47; Gen 1:1; John 1:1–3; Col 1:15; 1 Tim 4:10.  

63 Origen, On First Principles 1.2.5–8, 25–30; Contra Celsum 2.9, 73–74; 5.10–

11, 270–73; Commentary on the Gospel According to John, Books 1–10, 1.134–42, 

1.158–81; 2.65–70, 111–12. 

64 Origen, Homilies on Genesis, 1.5–6, 53–54; John 1:9.   

65 Origen, Homilies on Genesis 1.6, 54–55; Matt 5:14.  
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Trinity in creation.66 Origen begins with the plain or literal meaning of Scripture, and 

progresses to the allegorical or theological. When Gregory mentions the days of creation, 

he does not use the plain meaning but goes immediately to the theological meaning of the 

creation passages in Scripture. Gregory’s purpose is theological, and so he does not 

employ the two-step method of exegesis but arrives immediately at the theological to 

combat his Trinitarian opponents.67 

 When Origen explains Gen 1:26, he indicates that humanity is created in the 

image of God and that the image of God is the image of the Savior who is the firstborn of 

every creature.68 Origen contrasts the image of God in humans with the image of the 

devil in those who do not follow Jesus Christ. The image becomes that which 

characterizes their disposition toward God. Origen describes the human function of 

creation in the image of God by recounting their duties which include exercising 

dominion over creation.  

Origen, as a pioneer theologian in many respects, tends to explore issues and 

make many suggestions, sometimes conflicting ones, as he weaves through his texts and 

                                                 

66 For more on Origen’s scientific conclusions, learning, and passive studies in 

astronomy and how these inform his reading of Scripture, see Scott, Origen and the Life 

of the Stars, 117–21. 

67 See Gregory of Nazianzus, Ep. 101, where Gregory’s christological defense 

against Apollinarius, using the fall of Adam, goes immediately into the polemical sphere 

when discussing creation and progressing to Trinitarian themes. 

68 Origen, Homilies on Genesis 1.13, 65; Gen 1:26; Col 1:15. 
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writings.69 It is true that Origen, when one pays careful attention to his own context, tries 

to use Scripture faithfully within the boundaries of the confessions of the church in order 

to arrive at well-reasoned and researched opinions about God and the world.  

Origen speculates at times, and this makes for a very difficult task in trying to 

identify a concise, consistent theology of Origen. In his mind one cannot properly believe 

in God as Trinity without at once acknowledging God as Creator. His own attempt at 

defending the Trinity against a middle-platonic view of an eternal creation is contrasted 

with an eternal Word who is the one who creates the eternal cosmos.70 Origen’s use of 

Middle Platonism is not entirely dismissive, however, as he, along with many Christian 

writers of late antiquity to follow, will reappropriate the platonic thought of their day 

within a Christian conceptual framework. Origen does this more than many, and the 

result is that some Christians question his orthodoxy. Origen’s intention, however, is not 

to incorporate Middle Platonism to the degree that Christian and biblical concepts 

become overshadowed, but so that Origen can decipher what he believes are the realities 

                                                 

69 Origen is the first systematic theologian (as demonstrated in On First 

Principles), the first Christian to write a sustained, theological essay (also On First 

Principles), as well as the one who wrote the most significant Christian apologetic work 

of the second and third centuries (Against Celsus), and the greatest exegetical work of the 

early church (Commentary on John). It is said that On First Principles is the first attempt 

at a Christian systematic theology, though the attempt is more in the sense of Augustinian 

systematics rather than Thomistic systematics; see G. W. Butterworth’s introduction in 

On First Principles, xxxiv, as well as Scott, Origen and the Life of the Stars, 122. Henry 

Chadwick argues for the prominence of Contra Celsum, 1. Heine argues that On First 

Principles is the first sustained, Christian essay in Homilies on Genesis and Exodus, 1; 

Heine also argues that Origen’s commentary on John is the greatest exegetical work of 

the early church in Commentary on the Gospel According to John, Books 1–10, 3. 

70 By 'eternal' Origen means in the sense of the primordial world of spirits. 
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of Greek thinking and reconcile them with the eternal and divine plan of the God 

represented within the Christian tradition. Regarding Trinitarian theology, both the 

creation of the world and the generation of the Son, each eternally exist as a result of the 

singular and divine will of God. Gregory employs many of these themes as he discusses 

his own cosmology which is quite dependent upon Origen.71 

 

Athanasius of Alexandria and Gateways of Influence on Gregory 

There is not as much of a challenge in determining which texts of Athanasius (ca. 

300–378) are available to Gregory. Athanasius is lauded by Gregory himself as a virtuous 

pillar of the church in Gregory’s oration on Athanasius.72 Athanasius functions as a 

defender of Nicene orthodoxy as the church articulates it in the fourth century. As 

defenders of Nicene orthodoxy, Athanasius and Gregory stand together against all the 

varieties of Arianism, though each deal with different incursions.73 

                                                 

71 While Rosemary Radford Ruether describes Gregory’s cosmology as reformed 

Origenism in Gregory of Nazianzus: Rhetor and Philosopher (Oxford: Clarendon, 1969); 

repr. (Lima, OH: Academic Renewal, 2003), 130, Gregory certainly does not follow 

Origen on all cosmological matters. See also, for example, Gregory of Nazianzus, 

Gregory of Nazianzus, ed. and trans. Brian E. Daley (New York: Routledge, 2006) 

(Carm. I.1.33, PG 37, 514), 38.7, 120; ibid., Festal Orations Or. 40.3, trans. Nonna 

Verna Harrison (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008), 100; ibid., Or. 

40.5, 101–102. 

72 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 21.26, 276. Elsewhere, Gregory writes that 

Athanasius is a priest among priests, the pillar of the faith, Christ’s second lamp and 

forerunner who dedicated his life to the Trinity, in Or. 25.11, 166. 

73 I do not assume that all kinds of Arianism are alike. Certain variations of 

Athanasius’s interpretation of Arius’s doctrine exists both in Athanasius’s day and 

beyond. Nevertheless, there are certain common denominators with reference to 

Christology and Trinitarianism that each addressed. 
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While Origen much more readily explicates the concepts of creation and the 

Trinity, the volume of Athanasius’s works dedicated to the Trinity alone, rather than with 

reference to creation as viewed through the lens of the Trinity, surpasses Origen.74 I will 

analyze Against the Gentiles and On the Incarnation, as well as his polemical work, the 

orations Against the Arians, and finally his apologetic Letters to Serapion on the Holy 

Spirit.75 In the orations Against the Arians, I pay particular attention to the second oration 

where he discusses the idea of the creation of the Son.76 Gregory read all of these works 

carefully, not only because of the esteemed place that these works have in orthodox 

tradition, but also because Gregory admired Athanasius exceedingly.77 

 

Creation and the Trinity in Against the Gentiles 

 Athanasius’s Against the Gentiles is the first half of the two-part work, Against 

the Gentiles-On the Incarnation, and is his earliest doctrinal treatise. The work is usually 

                                                 

74 While I do not focus on the writings that influenced Athanasius, Khaled 

Anatolios demonstrates that Irenaeus of Lyons influenced Athanasius’s thought, even his 

theology on creation, in Khaled Anatolios “The Influence of Irenaeus on Athanasius,” in 

Studia Patristica 36 (Leuven, Bel.: Peeters, 2001), 463–76. 

75 Athanasius of Alexandria, Contra Gentes: Introduction, Translation and 

Commentary, trans. E. P. Meijering (Leiden: Brill, 1997); On the Incarnation, trans. John 

Behr (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011); Four Discourses Against the 

Arians in Select Writings and Letters (NPNF2 4), eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; 

trans. Archibald Robinson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004); Letters to Serapion on 

the Holy Spirit, in Works on the Spirit: Athanasius and Didymus, trans. Mark 

DelCogliano et al. (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011). 

76 The so-called fourth oration in Against the Arians is spurious and is not 

discussed here.  

77 See Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 21 for Gregory’s panegyric on Athanasius. 
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dated together with On the Incarnation because of the unified nature of the work. While 

there is some controversy as to the date of composition of this work, it is reasonable to 

assume an early date of this work which is deduced by a lack of clear reference to the 

Arian controversy.78 Against the Gentiles, like On the Incarnation, is an apologetic work 

which is written to refute the objections made by the Greeks against the cross of Christ.79  

 In part 1 of Against the Gentiles Athanasius attacks the cosmology of the Greeks. 

Because they did not know Christ, he says, they falsely conclude that evil comes from 

God, since Christians claim that all created things come forth from the Creator. 

                                                 

78 In his introduction to Athanasius’s Contra Gentes, Meijering opts for an early 

date between 322–325, and he notes that if this is written after the Arian crisis is already 

defined, no motivation to pretend that it didn’t exist is necessary, in Contra Gentes 1–5. 

Timothy D. Barnes, Athanasius & Constantius: Theology and Politics in the 

Constantinian Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), dates the book 

between 325–328: “in order to establish his credentials as a worthy successor of 

Alexander as bishop of Alexandria—and deliberately avoided polemic against other 

Christians or any allusion to current controversies within the church,” 13. Anatolios, 

rather, supports a date of between 328 and 335 in Athanasius, 29. Charles Kannengiesser 

opts for an even later date of 335–337 and explains the silence of explicit Arian 

references as an intentional political move by Athanasius while he is in exile. See Charles 

Kannengiesser, “La date de l’apologie d’Athanase ‘Contre les Païens’ et ‘sur 

l’incarnation,’ ” RSR 58 (1970): 383–428. The date of 335–337 is based on the dates of 

Athanasius’s first exile, which I date according to David M. Gwynn in Athanasius of 

Alexandria: Bishop, Theologian, Ascetic, Father (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2012), 30–31. The earlier date rather than the later date is most plausible, given the lack 

of any mentioning of the Arians, and so the dates by either Meijering or Barnes are 

preferable over Anatolios or Kannengiesser. The simplest way to defend one position on 

the late date is to say that Athanasius intentionally avoided Arian language, but in order 

to hold that position one must have supporting evidence. This discussion is important 

because it allows one to decipher whether polemical intent is present. 

79 Athanasius of Alexandria, Contra Gentes, 9. I refer to Meijering’s translation of 

Contra Gentes throughout. Athanasius explains: “That nobody may regard the instruction 

of our doctrine as worthless and presume our faith in Christ to be unreasonable. In this 

way the Greeks ridicule with slander and loudly laugh at us, coming forward only with 

the cross of Christ,” in Contra Gentes 1.1, 11. 
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Athanasius reinforces above all that God is the one who creates the world, yet he takes on 

their argument by showing that evil cannot come from the good, through the good, nor is 

it in the good.80 He writes that in addition to the Greek false teachers, there are also 

heretics who have lapsed from the faith and who have come to a conclusion that is 

inconsistent with that of Athanasius’s view of God. Specifically they conclude that there 

is a Father and Son (and Spirit), and that there is a different god than this, and that that 

god is the unbegotten Maker and source of evil, as well as the Creator of the world.81  

 In the fourth part of Against the Gentiles, Athanasius explains in detail the 

relationship between the Creator and creation. In chapters 35–39 he discusses God’s 

revelation through the harmony of the creation by way of discussing the existence of the 

Logos, and the identity of the Logos (40a). In defending the existence of the Logos, 

Athanasius, corroborates the presence of the creation and an ordered universe as evidence 

for a Creator.82 In elucidating the identity of the Logos, Athanasius states that the Logos 

is the Word of the Father, distinct from creation, and the one who ordered the creation in 

its place, which is described in the Genesis creation account.83  

                                                 

80 Athanasius of Alexandria, Contra Gentes 1.6, 29. 

81 Ibid., 6, 32. Athanasius has in mind here the Marcionites, who held to a creation 

out of matter and to a creation at the hands of an evil god who is not the Father of Jesus 

Christ. 

82 Ibid., 4.35, 117; 4.38, 124. 

83 Ibid., 4.40, 130–34. Gregory also insists upon a distinction between the persons 

of the Trinity, and the full activity of the persons in creation: “Thanks be to you, King of 

all things, maker of all; heaven is filled with your glory, filled is the earth with your 

wisdom. Your Son, your Word has created all things; your Holy Spirit endows all 
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 Athanasius’s insights into creation and the relationship between the Creator and 

what has been made are carefully constructed and apologetically executed. There is 

certainly a lack of discussion regarding the relationship between the Father and the Son, 

which exists more frequently in his later Against the Arians. This is evidence that Against 

the Gentiles-On the Incarnation is an earlier work, intending to defend the faith against 

the Greeks, rather than to defend the Son against the Arians. Additionally, Against the 

Gentiles lacks a detailed explanation of Prov 8, as it matches the difficulties of Arius’s 

interpretation of Scripture, which Athanasius disparages in his other works.84 Gregory 

has this in mind when he writes that “one eternally changes to a two and stops at three.”85 

Athanasius continues his apologetic in the second half of this work in On the Incarnation. 

 

Creation and the Trinity in On the Incarnation 

 On the Incarnation is the second half of the two-part work, Against the Gentiles-

On the Incarnation. The date of the composition of this text is the same as Against the 

Gentiles. In On the Incarnation, Athanasius focuses on the incarnation of Christ by 

accentuating other facets of how God works in the world, which begin at creation and 

progress through the entire economy of salvation. The first section of On the Incarnation 

                                                 

creatures with life” in “A Hymn of Thanksgiving” in Gregory of Nazianzus (Carm. 

I.1.33, PG 37, 514), 167. 

84 Athanasius of Alexandria, Contra Gentes 4.46, 148. Athanasius otherwise 

neglects this passage except for glancing it over briefly here. Athanasius addresses this 

issue directly in Against the Arians.  

85 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 29.2, 70. Gregory provides a clear interpretation: 

“meaning the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.” 
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discusses the creation of the world in detail and as the temporal source for salvation of 

created things.86 

 In this work Athanasius argues for the necessity of the incarnation of the Word for 

the salvation of humanity, and he initiates that argument with a description of creation, 

and the one who created. The Father, together with the Son, created the world in the 

beginning. God ordered the creation in that it is not spontaneous, and all things are 

created by the will of God.87 Athanasius refutes the teachings of, as he writes, the 

Epicureans and Plato himself, who taught that the world is created out of uncreated 

matter. Athanasius states their view that if God created the world out of matter that God 

did not create, then God is not the ultimate Creator, to which Athanasius objects.88 

 Athanasius makes his argument about the divine origins of the world based on 

Gen 1:1, where he states that God made the world through the Word.89 Athanasius makes 

a point, like Origen, to stress that human creatures are rational beings, as opposed to 

irrational animals.90 This context frames the discussion for the subsequent incarnation of 

Christ. Athanasius posits that it is because humans transgressed the law of God in the 

garden of Eden and so brought death upon themselves, and because they believed in 

                                                 

86 Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 1–5, 50–63. 

87 Ibid., 2, 53. 

88 Ibid., 53–55. 

89 Ibid., 3, 55–57. Gregory explains this, without reference to Gen 1:1, in Or. 

38.9–10, 121.  

90 Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 3, 55–56. The rational (λογικοὶ) 

from the Word (Λόγου). See also Origen, On First Principles 2.9.6, 167. 
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things that did not exist as opposed to God who exists and creates, and because Christ 

loved humanity, that it is necessary for Christ to come and live with humanity and indeed 

to come in a human body.91  

 Athanasius writes that the Word is incarnated for the benefit of rational creatures. 

God designated all of creation “good,” yet because humanity acted contrary to this state, 

it was necessary that the one who created might come and have mercy upon the creation. 

As the one who created the cosmos, the Word fashioned the womb of the Virgin for 

himself, so that the Word dwells with humans in a body like theirs. The Word turns the 

corruption of humanity into incorruptibility and imparts to them life from death through 

his own incarnation and resurrection which banishes death.92 The reason for this, 

according to Athanasius’s interpretation of the actions of Christ, is because there is no 

other way to undue the corruption of humanity except by dying.93 Since Athanasius 

                                                 

91 Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 4, 59. See also 11, 75, where 

Athanasius explains this by quoting Rom 1:25: “worshipping ‘the creation rather than 

the Creator.’ ” See Maren R. Niehoff for Jewish interpretations of this concept, “Creatio 

Ex Nihilo Theology in Genesis Rabbah in Light of Christian Exegesis,” HTR 99 (2005): 

37–64. 

92 Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 8, 67. In this manner, Christ 

touches creation when he condescends to the corruption of humanity, 8, 67. The 

incorruptible Word of God becomes part of the created world and becomes corruptible. 

Gregory employs this same theme in Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations Or. 45.13, 

trans. Nonna Verna Harrison (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008), 

172–73. 

93 Athanasius does not explain why death is necessary here, but the apostle Paul 

argues that it is necessary in order to destroy the punishment inflicted upon humans in the 

garden of Eden. In other words, since death is the punishment, death (and, for Paul, 

resurrection, though ‘death’ functions as a synecdoche in Athanasius for the death and 

resurrection events, much like ‘the cross’ functions as a synecdoche for the entire 

salvation event) is required to destroy death (see Rom 5:12–21.) Elsewhere, Athanasius 
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concludes that the Word is immortal, the Word needed to take on a body and become 

human in order that the Word, as a human, would die for humanity and undo corruption, 

because it is the Word who creates humanity.94 Gregory describes this same theme when 

he writes that “we needed a God made flesh and made dead, that we might live.”95 

 Athanasius argues for the necessity of the incarnation of the Word by 

accentuating the theme of creation and how humanity is in need of rectifying their own 

corruption. The Word of God is Maker and Lord of creation and is the only remedy for a 

corrupt creation.96 Athanasius continually hearkens back to Christ as Creator in order to 

illuminate the Word of God in relationship to creation, which is driving much of his point 

in the rationale behind the incarnation. Without creation, Athanasius’s argument about 

the authority of Christ as the one who creates the world is obviously diminished. While 

Athanasius has a specific theological agenda, he also intimates, at the end of On the 

Incarnation, that the entire work is catechetical in nature: “Let these brief remarks, then, 

O Christ-loving human being, be dedicated to you from us, as an elementary sketch and 

paradigm of the faith of Christ and his divine manifestation to us.”97 

                                                 

notes that the death of the Savior is necessary to destroy death in Athanasius of 

Alexandria, On the Incarnation 24, 103. 

94 Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 9, 69; 10, 71. 

95 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 45.28, 189. 

96 Word of God or, “God Word,” (Θεὸς Λόγος); Creator and Maker (Δημιουργὸν 

καì Ποιητήν); Lord of creation (Κύριος τῆς γενέσεως), in Athanasius of Alexandria, On 

the Incarnation 18, 88–89.  

97 Ibid., 56, 171. Many of the early Christian apologetic works are literature 

intended to encourage Christian readership. I argue this on several grounds, most 

prominently because of the disclosed audience, which is general in this circumstance but 
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 Gregory develops Athanasius’s stress on the necessity of the incarnation when he 

writes that human salvation requires a God-man who possesses true divinity and 

humanity. While Gregory’s context is anti-Apollinarian, the premise remains the same: 

human salvation is a reality only through Christ because the first Adam fell and the 

second Adam takes on flesh and dies. He writes: “Had half of Adam fallen, what was 

assumed and is being saved would have been half too; but if the whole fell he is united to 

the whole of what was born and is being saved wholly.”98 For Athanasius, the link 

between creation and the Trinity becomes a christological one. Gregory, likewise, makes 

the christological connection through Adam and truly-enfleshed humanity. While 

historically Athanasius’s argument is placed with the Trinitarian controversy, Gregory, in 

describing his christological argument, writes that the belief of the followers of 

Apollinarius is also found in the Arians.99 Thus, Gregory’s appropriation of Athanasius’s 

Pauline example of a truly human Christ who comes as a remedy for Adam’s sin 

becomes one of Gregory’s main rhetorical arguments for a Trinitarian polemic based on 

creation themes. 

                                                 

specific in others (such as Celsus or even other ancient Christian apologetic works which 

are addressed to deceased Roman emperors). If this is the case, it is consistent with the 

view that holds the early date for Against the Gentiles-On the Incarnation, since those 

works include a less-defensive tone with a specific historical context, written rather to 

encourage the faith of Christians and, in a broader sense, to defend Christian teachings 

against charges by those outside of the Christian faith. 

98 Gregory of Nazianzus, Ep. 101.5, 158. Gregory makes the necessary human-

Christ argument again, based on creation, in “Against Apollinarius,” in On God and 

Man: The Theological Poetry of St Gregory of Nazianzus, trans. Peter Gilbert 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001) (Carm. I.1.10, PG 37, 465), 81. 

99 Gregory of Nazianzus, “Against Apollinarius,” 81. 
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Creation and the Trinity in Against the Arians 

 Athanasius’s orations Against the Arians are helpful because they provide a 

relatively voluminous amount of discourse against Arian theology in three orations, and 

the writing is polemical in orientation, much like many of Gregory’s writings.100 

Concurrently, much of the theology contained herein has a considerable amount of 

overlap with the theological issues with which Gregory is addressing. Athanasius and 

Gregory each address Arians polemically, both with consistent Trinitarian argumentation 

based upon creation. Gregory’s usage of creation against his Trinitarian opponents is not 

unique to Gregory; rather, Gregory learns it from Athanasius. 

 A short summary of the earlier Arian crisis is necessary because Athanasius is 

addressing those of the earlier Arian crisis, and he began that literary polemic around 

339.101 That context demonstrates forceful theological polemic as well as rigorous 

explanations of his biblical exegesis. Gregory, likewise, employs Athanasius’s anti-Arian 

                                                 

100 As mentioned above, the authenticity of the fourth oration is challenged and 

scholars agree that it is not written by Athanasius. See Gwynn, Athanasius of Alexandria, 

10. 

101 See Khaled Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea: The Development and Meaning of 

Trinitarian Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 108, where he dates the orations 

between 339–343, when Athanasius is at Rome during his second exile. Anatolios 

qualifies this range when he states that the orations are produced in the early 340s, which 

he claims is the general consensus, in Khaled Anatolios “ ‘Christ the Power and Wisdom 

of God’: Biblical Exegesis and Polemical Intertextuality in Athanasius’s Orations against 

the Arians,” JECS 21 (2013): 504. See also Gwynn, Athanasius of Alexandria, 10, who 

argues that the work is an ongoing project which is completed in 346, as well as Charles 

Kannengiesser, Arius and Athanasius: Two Alexandrian Theologians, Collected Studies 

353 (London: Variorum Reprints, 1991). Scholars from previous generations opted for an 

earlier dating between 356–360, but scholars do not support those dates today. See the 

introduction to Athanasius of Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the Arians in 

Athanasius, 303. 
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tactics and bases it upon the doctrine of creation. Certain knowledge of the opponents of 

Athanasius assists the reader to interpret with greater clarity, though the exact context of 

this work is discussed only in broad strokes here.102 In this chapter I discuss Athanasius’s 

Ors. 1–3 as they pertain to my own thesis, and that there are certain theological ideas 

embedded in Origen and Athanasius that Gregory is aware of and utilizes in his own 

polemic in using creation in the later fourth-century Trinitarian debates. Gregory then 

follows the pattern of Athanasius in his Poemata Arcana when he creates polemical anti-

Arian poetry written for his opponents and based upon creation.103 

 Athanasius begins his first discourse by stating that those who uphold the Arian 

doctrine are no longer considered part of the Christian flock, since they have taken its 

teachings and went out to “scatter with the devil.”104 Athanasius argues against the Arians 

that Christ cannot be both the one who creates and be created. Either he is the Maker of 

all things, or he is created by the Father. His conclusion is that it is impossible to claim 

that the Son is created, since the Son is eternal alongside the Father.105 Athanasius 

rationalizes: 

 Therefore He was not man, and then became God, but He was God, and 

then became man, and that to deify us. Since, if when He became man, 

only then He was called Son and God, but before He became man, God 

                                                 

102 Anatolios discusses this in more detail when he writes that Athanasius has 

Asterius in mind as the representative of the Arians, and his opponent, Marcellus, who is 

also dealing with and responding to Eusebius of Caesarea. For this discussion see 

Anatolios “ ‘Christ the Power and Wisdom of God,’ ” 503–35. 

103 See Gregory’s usage in Poemata Arcana (Carm. I.1.2, 406). 

104 Athanasius of Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the Arians 1.1.1, 306. 

105 Ibid., 1.11.38, 328. 
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called the ancient people sons, and made Moses a god of Pharaoh (and 

Scripture says of many, ‘God standeth in the congregation of Gods,) it is 

plain that He is called Son and God later than they.106 

  

Athanasius continues not only to incorporate biblical allusions in his dispute against the 

Arians, he will also give detailed examples of Scripture to refute the charges that Arians 

have brought against the Nicene Christians.107 Gregory makes the same case, with 

knowledge of Athanasius’s writings, when he concludes that “if something is God, it is 

not a creature, for the creature is classed with us, who are not gods.”108 

 Athanasius writes that the charges of the Arians against the orthodox faith are 

senseless, and do not even deserve an answer.109 He writes that they deny Christ as 

Creator, and that the Son’s begetting is not a begetting that is comparable with a divine 

generation, but that of a human generation.110 Not only does the Son eternally derive 

deity from the Father, but the Son is a creation of the Father, albeit the first creation, 

since the Son finds in the Father his origination. As a result, this causes the Arians to 

                                                 

106 Ibid., 1.11.39, 329. 

107 For an extensive and detailed graphic table of the scriptural citations used by 

Athanasius in Against the Arians see James D. Ernest, The Bible in Athanasius of 

Alexandria (Leiden, Neth.: Brill, 2004), 116–17. Ernest also provides a table on the 

biblical texts that are disputed with the Arians, 118–19.  

108 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 42.17, 148. 

109 That is, that the Son of God did not exist before his begetting; Athanasius of 

Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the Arians 1.7.22–23, 320. Origen used similar 

language in Against Celsus when he writes that they make groundless accusations that do 

not deserve an answer in Contra Celsum 6.49, 365–66. 

110 Athanasius of Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the Arians 1.7.24, 320–21. 
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raise the question as to whether two unoriginates exist.111 Gregory demonstrates his 

knowledge of this objection to the faith when he nearly restates the same objection in his 

Theological Orations.112 Athanasius argues that Christ is rightly called co-eternal with 

the Father, and simultaneously begotten of the Father. Arius, on the other hand, argues 

that Christ is not co-eternal and is not an uncreated being.113  

Athanasius comes to certain positions on creation because he has a Trinitarian 

outlook of the world and interprets the act of creation through a Trinitarian lens. He 

spends a great deal of time responding to the scriptural explanations of the Arians, and 

devotes the most amount of time in Against the Arians than he does any other specific 

topic, to defending his own interpretation of Prov 8, specifically verse 22, and more 

generally verses 22–31. According to Athanasius, when Arius states that the Logos is 

created by the Father, he argues that the Logos did not exist prior to his creation. Using 

Prov 8:22 as scriptural warrant, Arius teaches that the Logos is not of the same substance 

                                                 

111 Ibid., 1.9.30, 324; unoriginate (ἁγγέννητον). Gregory is aware of this thinking 

as he writes against the Eunomians that only the Father is unoriginated, and that the Son 

must be conceived as originating from the essence of the Father in Or. 25.16, 171–72. 

112 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 29.12, 80. It is not clear whether this was an actual 

objection of the Eunomians or if Gregory is here bringing the Arians in which Athanasius 

of Alexandria wrote against into play. Either way, Gregory demonstrates clear knowledge 

of Athanasius’s context and objections of these early Arians. 

113 Anatolios, “ ‘Christ the Power and Wisdom of God’ ” 508–9, passively 

attempts to rehabilitate Arius when he writes that Athanasius’s conclusions on Arius are a 

reduction of his true teaching or, rather, a contradiction in his teaching when Arius asserts 

the opposite. There is a mild discrepancy when Anatolios points out in clear language 

that Arius wrote that the Son “is neither eternal nor co-eternal nor co-unbegotten with the 

Father” (οὐδὲ γάρ ἐστιν ἀΐδιος ἢ συναΐδιος ἢ συναγέννητος τῷ πατρί). 



83 

or essence as the Father.114 Followers of Arius believed that the Logos is of a like 

substance to the Father. The result is that the Logos is not of the same divinity as the 

Father and is therefore not divine.115 

Athanasius writes that the generation of the Son to the Father is atemporal—

outside of time, eternally, and continually.116 Athanasius interprets Prov 8 to mean that 

Wisdom is the Son, but that the creation of the Son is not taken literally, but rather 

proverbially or poetically. Gregory concurs when he employs the same hermeneutic as 

his predecessor. While Athanasius argues against the early Arians, Gregory responds to 

the objections of later Arians, specifically the Eunomians. Gregory’s adoption of both 

Athanasius’s hermeneutics and his identical interpretation here demonstrates Gregory’s 

dependence upon Athanasius.117 Gregory’s reliance upon Athanasius is important 

because it indicates that in many respects he sides with the Alexandrian tradition. This 

                                                 

 114 The LXX implies that “me” in Prov 8:22 is referring to the personified wisdom 

which, in Christian tradition up until this time, is likened to the Son of God: 1 Cor 1:24: 

“But to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 

wisdom of God.” Therefore, Arius concludes that Christ, the wisdom of God, is created 

by the Father. 

 115 For thorough studies on early Arianism, see Robert C. Gregg and Dennis E. 

Groh, Early Arianism—A View of Salvation (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981); Rowan 

Williams, Arius: Heresy and Tradition, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002); Rudolf 

Lorenz, Arius Judaizans: Untersuchungen zur dogmengeschichtlichen Einordnung des 

Arius (Göttingen, Ger.: Vandenhoek and Ruprecht, 1979);  H. M. Gwatkin, The Arian 

Controversy (Eugene, Oreg.: Wipf and Stock, 2001); Maurice Wiles, Archetypal Heresy: 

Arianism Through the Centuries (Oxford: Clarendon, 1996). Further definitions are given 

in the chapters that follow. 

116 Athanasius of Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the Arians 1.8.28, 323. 

Here Athanasius posits that the generation of the Son is eternal. 

117 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 30.2, 93–94. 
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should not be interpreted as regional ecclesiastical preferences, but rather that Gregory 

finds in Athanasius a continuation of the Christian tradition as it was handed down 

through the centuries. 

 

Creation and the Trinity in Letters to Serapion 

 Athanasius’s Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit, written 357–359, are an 

important following to his highly polemical Against the Arians. I argue that when 

Athanasius assails the Arians that he is merging the Tropikoi into the larger category of 

Arianism. In refuting the Arians in the letters to Serapion Athanasius uses a plethora of 

scriptural verses in order to proclaim that the Son is the one who creates the world and 

who is distinguished from the creation. He writes: “This is what the fathers thought, when 

at the Council of Nicaea (325) they confessed that the Son is ‘the same as the Father in 

substance’ and … the phrases ‘he is’ and ‘he was eternally’ cannot be said of a created 

substance.”118 Athanasius concludes his section on the Son by returning to his defense of 

a Christian interpretation of Prov 8:22, which he previously provided at length in Against 

the Arians. Here he reiterates that it is correct to speak of the Son as created only with 

reference to his humanity at the incarnation, since one must conclude that the Son of God 

is not created but is eternal.119 In Athanasius’s letters to Serapion, he clarifies for the 

                                                 

118 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 2.5.2, 111–

12. 

119 Ibid., 2.7.1–8.3, 114–16. 
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reader his own pneumatology of which Gregory is the beneficiary.120 These three letters 

to Serapion describe Athanasius’s attempt to reply to Serapion’s letter to Athanasius in 

which he requested that Athanasius address the deniers the full divinity of the Holy 

Spirit.121  

 Athanasius’s first letter to Serapion is his self-proclaimed refutation of impious 

heresy, written in response to those who fight against the Spirit.122 Those who fight 

                                                 

120 Ibid., Works on the Spirit, 25. See the introduction to the Letters to Serapion 

on the Holy Spirit in ibid. for an exaggeration by the translators on the lack of influence 

of Athanasius on Gregory, the ills of scholarship before the twenty-first century, and the 

blind allegiance that scholars gave to Athanasius as a champion of the faith. A more 

evenhanded approach is to conclude that not all scholars are lopsided in their assessment 

of Athanasius and his charged polemic and attitude toward his opponents. More recent 

readings of Athanasius assist those in the field of patristic studies in order to help gain a 

better view of Athanasius, but the works must build on each other and for that reason do 

not necessarily discredit the work of previous scholars who were innovative in their own 

day. It is overcritical to judge the works of previous generations in light of contemporary 

enlightenment and awareness. 

121 I draw a strong line between those who deny the full divinity of the Holy Spirit 

in this context and the later Macedonians of Gregory’s time, as those mentioned here 

preferred to confess the Spirit on the level just above angels, but also are unorthodox in 

their theology of the Son. Anatolios notes a distinction between the two, but does not 

explicitly state this to the extent that the two groups possessed different beliefs in 

Anatolios, Retrieving Nicaea, 137–38, 206. 

122 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.1.4, 54. 

Athanasius introduces the first letter as a response to those who fight against the truth 

(1.1.2, 53), those who fight against God (the “Arians”) (1.3.1, 56), those who fight 

against the Word (3.1.2, 128), as well as those who fight against the Spirit (1.32.2, 103; 

3.1.2, 128). Gregory picks up on this word when he uses it against those of the 

Macedonian party (see Ep. 202, 438). Gregory writes against those who are denying the 

Spirit in Or. 25.15, 170–71. Gregory refers to those who war against the Godhead in Or. 

42.13, 146. He refers to them as those who bring the Spirit down to the level of a creation 

in Or. 41.6, 148. Gregory writes of those who place the Spirit among created things in 

Three Poems, Concerning His Own Life 1180, 109. In a different context, he mentions 

those who fight against Christ in Funeral Orations, Or. 7.11 (FC 22:13), trans. Leo P. 

McCauley et al. (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1953). For 
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against the Spirit, the Pneumatomachians, are here named by Athanasius as the Tropokoi 

for their assigning of creatureliness to the Spirit, placed just above that of angels.123 The 

Tropikoi claimed, according to Athanasius, that the Son is both Creator and a creature.124 

They arrive at this conclusion assuming, as Athanasius teaches that Arius taught, that the 

Son is a creature of the Father, but one who aids, by the Father’s side, in the creation of 

the world. In this sense these Pneumatomachians, the Tropikoi, are less orthodox than the 

Pneumatomachians that Gregory encounters at the Council of Constantinople (381), the 

so-called Macedonians. I argue that these two groups are distinct, largely because 

Athanasius describes them as holding to an unorthodox position on the Son, yet the 

Macedonian bishops are permitted to attend the Council of Constantinople (381), 

signifying their allegiance to the Creed of Nicea from 325.125 Later, in denying the 

                                                 

an alternative view of the connection between the Macedonians and the 

Pneumatomachians, see Hanson, The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God, 760–63. 

Hanson holds that the Macedonians are not followers of Macedonius but of Marathonius 

in ibid., 761. He also adds that those who fought against the Spirit in Athanasius are 

identical with those who fought against the Spirit in Gregory in ibid., 762. I side with 

Beeley, who equitably indicates that the term Macedonians is a misnomer, but 

nevertheless, on the surface, they are the ones to whom Gregory directed his attention, 

since Gregory does address the Macedonians; this group, however, is distinguished from 

the Tropikoi. See Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of 

God, 29n88–89, 157n14. On page 29n89 Beeley writes that Gregory only refers to the 

Macedonians in Ep. 202, but this is incorrect; Gregory also refers to the Macedonians 

when discussing the Council of Constantinople (381) in Three Poems, Concerning His 

Own Life 1800, 126, “The Egyptian and Macedonian contingents arrived.” 

123 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.1.2, 53. 

124 Ibid., 1.2.4, 55. Gregory follows Athanasius when he writes in his own context 

that the Spirit is not a creature in Or. 41.7, 149. 

125 While it is true that Gregory and the Cappadocians refer to the 

Pneumatomachians disparagingly, they are not the first to use the term, as McGuckin 

implies in Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 368. Instead, I argue that Athanasius explicitly 
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brotherhood of the Spirit to the Son, and the grandfatherhood of the Father, against the 

Tropikoi, Athanasius affirms his own interpretation of the biblical teaching.126   

 The second letter to Serapion discusses the claim of Athanasius that the Holy 

Spirit is not a creature. Athanasius argues that just as the Son comes forth from the Father 

but is not a creature, so too the Spirit comes forth from the Father and the Son yet is not a 

creature.127 Gregory reaches the same conclusion when he writes: “the Son is not God, if 

he has been created.”128 Athanasius concludes his second letter by writing that if the Holy 

Spirit is a creature then the baptismal formula (Matt 28:19), which lists the Spirit 

alongside the Father and the Son, is incomprehensible. For Athanasius, the Trinity is 

undivided, and consists of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, each equally possessing divine 

substance. This point is not unique to Gregory, since Athanasius makes this clear in this 

letter, and Gregory draws the same conclusion in his three intermingling suns analogy.129 

 Athanasius writes his third letter to Serapion on the Holy Spirit in conjunction 

with the first two, as a tool for those in Serapion’s church to respond to those who taught 

that the Holy Spirit is a creature. The response in this letter to the charges of the Tropikoi 

                                                 

refers to the Tropikoi as Pneumatomachians in Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to 

Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.32.2, 103; 3.1.2, 128. 

126 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.15.1–3, 76. 

See also Gregory’s response to the same charges in Or. 31.8, 122. 

127 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 2.10.4, 119. 

This is not a double procession of the Spirit, as Athanasius tends to write that the Spirit 

comes forth from the Father as source and yet through the agency of the Son. 

128 Gregory of Nazianzus “On the Son,” in Poemata Arcana 7 (Carm. I.1.2, 405). 

129 Ibid., Or. 31.14, 127. 
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is much the same as in the first and second letters. Athanasius uses Scripture, the 

traditions handed down to him, and the faculty of reason in order to explain why the logic 

of the Tropikoi is inconsistent with the entire corpus of Scripture. Athanasius addresses 

them directly and declares that “it is not otherwise than that the Father is Father and not 

grandfather, and the Son is the Son of God and not the father of the Spirit, and the Holy 

Spirit is Holy Spirit and not grandson of the Father nor the brother of the Son.”130  

Gregory’s writings against the Pneumatomachians follow Athanasius on some 

points but depart at others. Since those who denied the Spirit are different for Athanasius 

than for Gregory, the connection is made not to the people but to the confession of those 

people. Gregory offers an explanation for the confession of the church with relationship 

to the Spirit. He writes that it is appropriate that God is revealed progressively, which is 

true not only in the scriptural narrative but also in the understanding of the church, with 

reference to the Trinity.131 Gregory’s implementation then, is not merely a shadowing of 

Athanasius’s themes, but a provision of solutions when Athanasius fails to provide them. 

 Athanasius’s works are the foundation for Gregory’s theology. Like Gregory, 

Athanasius incorporates the idea of creation into his own theological contexts in order to 

battle Arianism. Athanasius responds to various opponents with different theological 

positions and backgrounds. Many of his arguments revert time and again to the creation 

of the world and how God is seen, as Trinity, in relation to the creation. He opposes 

Arians of different types, revealing his own thoughts about the Father, Son, and Holy 

                                                 

130 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 3.4.4, 133. 

131 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 31.26, 137. 
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Spirit. Athanasius’s inchoate understanding of the Spirit serves as an archetype for 

Gregory’s own pneumatology, which he refines in order to defeat his opponents, using 

the theme of creation. Gregory will take the nascent form and expand upon it in light of 

his own, not completely unrelated, circumstances and opponents.132 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter explores two primary Alexandrian theologians whom Gregory read 

and incorporated into his own theological writings. Gregory’s purpose of utilization was 

in order to defend the divinity of the persons of the Trinity by explaining their role and 

relationship with creation. Origen and Athanasius serve as forerunners to Gregory’s 

thought in that he reads them, has close contact with their writings, and epitomizes their 

thought as he encounters opponents in his own day. Gregory adapts the writings of the 

Alexandrians in order to support his own ideas against the opponents in his context. 

 Origen’s discussions on creation are more closely aligned with ancient Greek 

philosophy than are Athanasius’s, which are tied more to the biblical text. In his 

Commentary on John and Homilies on Genesis he provides a scriptural defense of 

creation, which places the Word as the one who creates the world and as the eternal Son 

of God. Gregory’s appropriation of Origen is evident in Gregory’s implementation of the 

Logos and the clear focus on the creation of the world, but since Athanasius orchestrates 

many of Origen’s themes, Athanasius becomes more of a useful source for Gregory.   

                                                 

132 Gregory develops this idea extensively in Or. 31, and I explore that in the 

chapters that follow. 
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 Although Athanasius’s Against the Gentiles-On the Incarnation is composed at an 

early stage in Athanasius’s career, he nevertheless provides his own story of the creation 

of the world, and how God works through the Son to restore the corruption caused by 

humanity. His anti-Arian writings seek to attack, according to Athanasius, the false 

teachings of Arius and his followers. Since Gregory addresses similar kinds of Arianism 

in his writings, Against the Arians becomes a tool for which Gregory uses in his own 

arsenal as he seeks to defend his own faith. Gregory’s affinity for Athanasius’s examples 

from creation is evident not only in Gregory’s Trinitarian arguments against the 

Eunomians and the pneumatological arguments against the Macedonians, but also his 

christological arguments against the Apollinarians. Gregory’s purpose serves a different 

setting and audience than those of Origen and Athanasius, but he has similar goals. 

Gregory defends his faith and the divinity of the persons of the Trinity in light of the 

Trinitarian controversy by incorporating the scriptural theme of creation, his own 

reasoning, and the tradition of the fathers of the church, especially Origen and 

Athanasius. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONTEXT AND POLEMIC: HEXAEMERAL IDEAS  

AND TRINITARIAN OPPONENTS 

 

In this chapter I argue that Gregory of Nazianzus develops his Trinitarianism 

using cosmological language by integrating the works of his Christian contemporaries 

and theological opponents. I demonstrate in the previous chapters that Gregory is aware 

of various writings of his Alexandrian predecessors, Origen and Athanasius of 

Alexandria. This chapter highlights the concerns of Gregory’s contemporaries—both his 

friends and his enemies—with regard to creation and the Trinity. In the process I 

investigate the writings of Gregory’s colleagues, with reference to his own writings about 

his opponents. 

Understanding the context of Gregory’s polemic is essential to understand 

Gregory’s intent in writing. The best way to determine Gregory’s theological context is to 

examine historical context and his social concerns at the time. Basil of Caesarea and 

Gregory of Nyssa also offer insight into the theme of creation, particularly with reference 

to the days of creation as they are told in Genesis. Examining Gregory’s historical 

context offers clues about the reason for Gregory’s writings. This is clearest in Gregory’s 

letters, since letters are direct and concise. Gregory often composed his orations with a 

specific agenda in mind, and those details enlighten the reader to a precise understanding 
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of the author’s intent. I also pay careful attention to both his forerunners and his friends 

as they influenced his thought. Basil and Nyssen present a straightforward reading of the 

creation narrative in Genesis and Gregory, aware of the brothers’ works, provides a 

reading that focuses on the Trinity rather than the days and details of the earthly 

creation.1 In this sense, Basil and Nyssen present a literal reading and Gregory presents 

an allegorical reading.   

Unlike the writings of some of his predecessors, Gregory’s works identify clear 

opponents. Specific opponents identified in this chapter are Apollinarius, the Eunomians, 

and the Macedonians, and each plays a different role in the development of his thought. 

Gregory’s theology takes divergent turns at discrete stages of his career, and I argue that 

those shifts occur as a result not only of those who influenced him, but also because of 

his own reactions against his opponents. The first group I address in this chapter is 

Gregory’s contemporaries, the other two Cappadocian fathers, Basil and Nyssen. 

Gregory’s purpose in his allegorical interpretation of creation texts and of his anti-

Apollinarian and anti-Macedonian writings is to defend the doctrines of the Trinity and of 

Christ in order to promote these doctrines as the church has understood them. 

 

Contemporary Influence on Creation Narratives 

 Brothers Basil and Nyssen play an important role in the life of Gregory. Not only 

are they his contemporaries, but they serve as close friends, both personally and 

                                                 

1 I refer to Gregory of Nyssa as ‘Nyssen’ in this chapter and throughout for the 

purposes of abbreviation and avoiding redundancy with Gregory of Nazianzus, whom I 

refer to simply as ‘Gregory.’ 
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professionally. Each of these three participates in important ecclesiastical events and each 

one adopts his own distinctive theology; yet there are common bonds that tie the three 

together. All three Cappadocians will have a strong voice that is represented at the 

Council of Constantinople in 381, yet they arrive at their separate conclusions through 

different means and with disparate degrees of conviction.2  

 Basil and Gregory share a common educational background, and Gregory esteems 

Basil greatly as far as his coenobitic habits are concerned, though Gregory himself 

prefers the idiorrhythmic way of life. They exchanged epistolary correspondence, 

enjoyed joint world travels, shared the classroom, and together participated in pastoral 

ministry. Yet the two did not express a uniform and fixed theology. One of the most 

significant examples is their slight variance in pneumatological thought, which I explore 

in subsequent chapters. Nevertheless, they collaborated on literary projects together, such 

as the Philocalia of Origen. Basil’s influence on Gregory remained strong throughout 

Gregory’s life. 

 Nyssen, likewise, is a contemporary of Gregory and the two are active 

participants at the second ecumenical council, over which Gregory presided. While both 

Basil and Nyssen wrote about the days of creation, it is the two of them, not Gregory, 

who share a common interest in their brand of cosmology. Basil and Nyssen each write 

                                                 

2 Basil is not present at the council, since he died ca. 378, but his ideas are present 

in the council’s conclusions. Against Andrew Radde-Gallwitz in Basil of Caesarea: A 

Guide to His Life and Doctrine (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2012), 79, I argue that Basil is a 

strong influence on the framers of the Creed of Constantinople (381), since Nyssen, as his 

supporter, was present, and the participants of the council are well aware of Basil’s 

writings, in addition to the fact that Gregory is also present and presiding, fighting to 

expand Basil’s own views so that they come into conformity with his own. 
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homilies on the days of creation, and these two brothers hold similar approaches in their 

cosmology, but Gregory veers in a different direction. Nevertheless, it is apparent that the 

Cappadocian fathers experience close relationships with each other and display 

awareness of each other’s writings.  

 Since Basil and Nyssen wrote a disproportionate amount on the Trinity compared 

to that of creation, I concentrate nearly exclusively on their cosmological works and cull 

from there their thoughts on the Trinity. It is not my intent to do the reciprocal, as each of 

the Cappadocian fathers is a pioneer in their dedication to their Trinitarian projects. I 

focus on Basil’s Hexaemeron and Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John and 

Nyssen’s Apologia to His Brother Peter on the Hexaemeron and On the Making of 

Humanity. I argue that Gregory is cognizant of Basil’s and Nyssen’s works on creation, 

yet he departs from their works and takes his cosmology in a different direction, against 

his opponents. Hence, Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria have a greater influence on 

Gregory’s method and resulting cosmology than do the Cappadocian fathers. Gregory’s 

cosmology is used as an intentional polemic which is distinguished from Basil and 

Nyssen, who are not polemical in their writings on the days of creation, but are rather 

catechetical in orientation. Because of this, Gregory takes the themes of creation one step 

further than the Cappadocian fathers and uses cosmology as a means to arrive at a 

Trinitarian argument against his fourth-century opponents. 
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Basil of Caesarea 

 Basil of Caesarea (ca. 330–378) is the eldest of the Cappadocian fathers, and he 

demonstrates that he held the most political and ecclesiastical sway.3 His biblical 

exegesis is more consistent with Nyssen than Gregory, and this is the reason why the two 

brothers employ similar hermeneutics on the narratives on the days of creation. Since 

Basil’s literary corpus is vast and his writings on the Trinity are abundant, this chapter 

only explores Basil’s works on creation, and how Basil views the Trinity through those 

writings. Basil’s primary work on the creation is the Hexaemeron, though I also consider 

his Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John.4 

 

Basil of Caesarea’s Hexaemeron 

 The Hexaemeron is a series of nine authentic homilies composed by Basil. The 

Hexaemeron is an exemplary piece because Gregory mentions it specifically in his 

lengthy panegyric on Basil: “I will only say this of him. Whenever I handle his 

Hexaemeron, and take its words on my lips, I am brought into the presence of the 

Creator, and understand the words of creation, and admire the Creator more than before, 

                                                 

3 Regarding the year of Basil’s death, the traditional date is 379. For an argument 

that his date of death is 377 or 378, see Philip Rousseau, Basil of Caesarea (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1994), 360–63. Radde-Gallwitz follows the earlier date 

when he dates Basil’s death to 378 in Basil of Caesarea, 141. Regarding the date for the 

composition of the Hexaemeron, Rousseau remains agnostic, but concludes that at date of 

377 or 378 is plausible. Radde-Gallwitz also supports a date of composition of 378 in 

ibid., 152. 

4 Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies (FC 46), trans. Agnes Clare Way 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1963); Homily on the 

Beginning of the Gospel of John in On Christian Doctrine and Practice, trans. Mark 

DelCogliano (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2012), 250–57. 
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using my teacher as my only means of sight.”5 This explains Gregory’s connection 

between the creation narratives and the Creator, which I propose once again in the 

chapters that follow. Basil’s discussions in these sermons revolve around the days of the 

creation of the world, and I focus on the sermons only as they relate to both the creation 

and the Creator. The sermons are rather short, and Gregory expresses that he is well 

familiar with them. Basil’s audience lacks the Trinitarian opposition that Gregory faces, 

as Basil addresses a more general audience which includes those in the church of various 

backgrounds including certain individuals outside of the church.6 Basil’s purpose is to 

instruct his congregation concerning the structure of the world and the entire universe, 

and to do so not from the wisdom of the world, but from what God taught Moses when 

God spoke to him in plain language.7 In so doing Basil seeks to explain the Scriptures 

                                                 

5 Gregory of Nazianzus, Funeral Orations, Or. 43.67, trans. Leo P. McCauley et 

al. (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1953), 85. 

6 Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 4.6, 65. Basil implies that these 

sermons are directed toward the “church.” Basil also speaks to the ‘august and blessed 

assembly’ in Hex. 6.1, 84. He writes that his homily occurs in the morning in Hex. 2.1, 

21, implying a Sunday morning homily accompanying a eucharistic service. However, 

this theory is weakened when Basil states, at the beginning of homily 3, that he spoke to 

his audience ‘yesterday,’ in Hex. 3.1, 37. Basil delivers the homilies as some kind of 

sermon series (such as during Lent) directed towards the church for their instruction in 

the faith, particularly with reference to how the world is created. Basil addresses his 

assembly in the ninth sermon: “how did my morning repast of words appeal to you?” in 

Hex. 9.1, 135. The implication is that the eighth sermon is delivered in the morning, and 

that the ninth sermon is an evening sermon delivered on the same day as the eighth. In 

closing his ninth sermon, he addresses his audience as a “Christ-loving assembly,” in 

Hex. 9.6, 150. Nyssen refers to this assembly in On the Hexaemeron (PG 44.66) ed. J.-P. 

Migne; trans. Casimir McCambley (n.p. Online: https://www.sage.edu/faculty/s 

alomd/nyssa/hex.html). 

7 See also Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 6.1, 83 for an explanation of 

the purpose of the sermons on the days of creation. 
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through plain interpretation, not, as he says, according to the faulty allegorization of those 

who putrefy the church.8 Since Gregory maintains that his own theology is influenced by 

these sermons, I direct my attention here toward displays of Trinitarian cosmology as it 

pertains to the Genesis creation narratives. I consider how these sermons reverberate with 

Gregory in a broader sense in later chapters. 

 At the outset of the first homily, Basil demonstrates a familiarity with ancient 

philosophy, history, and the sciences.9 There is a great amount of detail regarding the 

order of the days of creation and the contents of the things created. Basil begins his first 

sermon recalling Moses as the author of the Genesis creation narrative, and by citing 

Moses’s trip to Midian as a forty-year contemplation of the creation account.10 Basil 

suggests that God is the Creator of the world, which is a result not of something 

spontaneous, but rather a planned action by God alone.11 He elaborates on the first verse 

in Genesis and insists that everything except the Creator has an origin. In concluding the 

first sermon he writes about his response to the creation of the world by God: “Let us 

                                                 

8 Basil refers to the Marcionites, the Valentinians, and the Manicheans in Hex. 

2.4, 26–27. 

9 Stephen Hildebrand, Basil of Caesarea (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014), addresses 

Basil’s cognizance of the following authors and works: Empedocles’s theory of 

reincarnation; Herodotus’s History; Hippocrates’s Aphorisms; Plato’s Timaeus and 

Republic; Aristotle’s On the Heavens, On the Soul, Metaphysics, Meteorology, History of 

Animals, and On the Parts of Animals; Theophrastus’s Enquiry into Plants; Aratus’s 

Phenomena; Strabo’s Geography; and Aelian’s On the Nature of Animals, 38. 

10 Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 1.1, 4. Basil incorrectly locates Midian in Ethiopia as 

Midian is located in present-day Saudi Arabia and Jordan on the opposite side of Red Sea 

as present-day Ethiopia. See Exod 2:15. 

11 Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 1.1, 3. 
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glorify the Master and Craftsman for all that has been done wisely and skillfully; and 

from the beauty of the visible things let us form an idea of Him who is more than 

beautiful; and from the greatness of these perceptible and circumscribed bodies let us 

conceive of Him who is infinite and immense and who surpasses all understanding in the 

plenitude of His power.”12 

 The second sermon exemplifies Basil’s close reading of Scripture in which he 

pays careful attention to the details yet does not completely neglect biblical 

allegorization. In describing God as Creator of all things, Basil recounts the creation of 

the earth and expounds upon the physical elements of that physical earth which are 

designed by God.13 Basil contends that some allegory is unwarranted, such as claiming 

the darkness which ‘covered the face of the deep’ (Gen 1:2) as representative of evil. 

This, writes Basil, is a dualistic ploy by the Marcionites, Valentinians, and Manicheans, 

who tend to place evil against good without careful attention to the complete narrative of 

Scripture.14 Regarding the ‘spirit’ in verse two Basil does not disregard the scriptural 

rendering as a diffusion of air stirring above the waters. The better reading, he says, is 

that which is handed down to him by Christians beforehand, that the spirit is the Spirit of 

                                                 

12 Ibid., Hex. 1.11, 19. 

13 Ibid., Hex. 2.2–3, 22–26. Basil’s approach is contrasted with Gregory, who 

does not follow Basil’s pattern. Instead of discussing the physical elements of creation as 

does Basil, Gregory takes an approach which has Christ the Creator at its apex; Gregory 

does not connect the creation account to the broader Genesis narrative but rather uses it 

polemically to defend Christ as the one who creates the world in Select Orations, Or. 

32.8 (FC 107:196–97) trans. Martha Vinson (Washington, DC: The Catholic University 

of America Press, 2003). 

14 Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 2.4, 26–27. 
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God, for “there is named no other Spirit of God than the Holy Spirit which forms an 

essential part of the divine and blessed Trinity.”15 

 Basil begins the third homily by differentiating between ‘one day,’ and the days 

that follow. The first day, writes Basil, is not necessarily chronologically first in order, 

and is properly viewed as created separately by the Creator.16 In the first mentioning of 

Christ, except for one instance at the end of the second homily, Basil introduces the 

‘Only-begotten’ in the context of creation that is a result of God’s command. The 

command, says Basil, is silent, since before the creation there is no need for voice or 

sound within the Trinity, since the persons of the Trinity communicated inaudibly and 

through the volition of the mind only, and the Son assists God in creation.17 Basil’s 

discussion about the activity of the Son in creation is unsustained. 

 Sermon 4 does not advance Basil’s thoughts on the Trinity. Besides his 

exhortation to his congregation, that when the church views the creation they ought to 

necessarily consider the Creator, the Trinity is relatively unexpressed in the fifth 

                                                 

15 Ibid., Hex. 2.6, 30–31. Regarding Basil’s theology of the Holy Spirit, many 

conclude that Athanasius of Alexandria is the primary influence upon Basil’s 

pneumatology, but recent scholarship challenges this assumption; see Mark DelCogliano, 

“Basil of Caesarea, Didymus the Blind, and the Anti-Pneumatomachian Exegesis of 

Amos 4:13 and John 1:3” JTS 61 (2010): 644–58, where DelCogliano argues that 

Eusebius of Caesarea and Didymus the Blind influenced Basil’s theology, not 

Athanasius. 

16 Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 3.1, 37. 

17 Ibid., Hex. 3.2, 39. Basil mentions the Son again in Hex. 3.4, 44, yet there is no 

sustained discussion in homily 3 about the activity of the Son (or the Spirit) in creation. 

Instead, Basil identifies the content of that which is created during the earlier days of 

creation. 
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homily.18 Basil also designates vegetation as a gift from God which, when coupled with 

the participation and efforts of humanity, yields even greater fruit.19 Basil concludes 

homily 5 with a benediction, with the Son singled out: “Let all of us hasten, full of fruit 

and good works to this, in order that, planted in the house of the Lord, we may flourish in 

the courts of our God, in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be glory and power forever. 

Amen.”20 

 Homily 6 recounts the creation of the sun, moon, and the stars as they are told on 

the fourth day of creation. Yet the homily itself does not provide any insight into the 

development of Basil’s thoughts on the Trinity. In sermon 7 Basil recalls the creation of 

crawling creations, but does not mention Trinitarian activity. The eighth homily provides 

a vast amount of knowledge on the facts regarding animals, especially winged creatures. 

It is a call for Basil’s Christian assembly to rejoice in God because of the grandeur of 

God’s creation and, for a Christian bishop, Basil has a keen zoological awareness. The 

details of the fifth day of creation are helpful to Basil’s audience, but do not aid in 

developing Basil’s Trinitarian theology. 

 Basil’s Sermon 9, his last one on the days of creation, discusses the sixth day of 

creation and the creation of land animals. In this sermon Basil further explains his 

purpose in this sermon series: to instruct those in his congregation on the days of creation 

                                                 

18 Ibid., Hex. 5.2, 68. Basil draws the church’s attention to various kinds of grass, 

and concludes that even one blade of grass should cause the observer to rejoice in praise 

to the Creator. See also Hex. 5.9, 81, where Basil encourages the church to admire the 

creation and increase in one’s love for the Creator. 

19 Ibid., Hex. 5.5, 72–73. 

20 Ibid., Hex. 5.10, 82. 
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from the Scriptures using a plain interpretation as opposed to the allegorization of the 

dualists. Consider Basil’s words to his audience: 

 I know the laws of allegory, although I did not invent them of myself, but 

have met them in the works of others. Those who do not admit the 

common meaning of the Scriptures say that water is not water, but some 

other nature, and they explain a plant and a fish according to their 

opinion…When I hear ‘grass,’ I think of grass, and in the same manner I 

understand everything as it is said, a plant, a fish, a wild animal, and an 

ox. ‘Indeed I am not ashamed of the gospel.’21 

 

Basil also states that his homilies are written to dispel the myths of others, such as 

various Greek philosophers and historians. This is a clue as to why there is an absence of 

christological and Trinitarian interpretation. That is, since Basil writes for his 

congregation and against those who use faulty exegesis, he steers away from allegorical 

exegesis in these sermons in order to authenticate the Scriptures as understandable, even 

in a Trinitarian sense, without the use of allegorical interpretation. This is not to say that 

Basil rejects allegorical interpretation, but that he adjusts his exegesis to his context. 

 Basil’s point of contention is not with anti-Trinitarian theologians but rather with 

Greek philosophers contemplating the size and shape of the earth by means of allegory. 

In writing his Hexaemeron, Basil seeks to provide a scriptural alternative which pays 

attention to the immediate and plain meaning of Scripture rather than the allegorical. 

Basil writes against those who speculate about the unknown matters of the creation story, 

and those “who have attempted by false arguments and allegorical interpretations to 

bestow on the Scripture a dignity of their own imagining.”22 Gregory readily employs 

                                                 

21 Ibid., Hex. 9.1, 135. 

22 Ibid., 136. 
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allegorical interpretation of the Scripture when he finds God, or Christ, or the Spirit 

present. This is where Gregory differs from Basil, as a whole, in his interpretation of the 

creation story. For Gregory, creation is about the Trinity, but for Basil, he wants to 

understand creation only “as it has been written.”23 

Near the conclusion of Basil’s sermon he briefly alludes to Gen 1:26 and 

mentions that the ‘our’ in the phrase, ‘in our image,’ refers to the Father and the Son, but 

does not mention the Spirit.24 While the presence of any Trinitarian apologetic is absent 

from the sermons, the very last complete sentence of sermon 9 does name the 

Anomoeans (Eunomians)—that Basil wishes for them to remain in their confusion—over 

against the church, who is here encouraged to rejoice in the dogmas of truth.25 Basil 

concludes his sermon series here, without revealing any of his anthropology, which is 

expected in a full sermon series on the days of creation. The reader assumes this since the 

woman and the man are created on the sixth day, they chronologically follow the wild 

animals which Basil so eloquently describes in graphic detail with the purpose of his 

                                                 

23 Ibid. Gregory, on the other hand, arrives at the christological and Trinitarian 

interpretation first, and then proceeds to the plain meaning of the text, rather than vice 

versa. In his “On the Universe” Gregory combats Greek philosophical thinking regarding 

the creation of the world and does not surrender to their conclusions but rather arrives at a 

christological interpretation of creation, by way of allegory, against the alternate 

worldview, in Poemata Arcana (Carm. I.1.4, PG 37, 416–20), 17–19. 

24 Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 9.6, 148. 

25 Ibid., Hex. 9.6, 150. Basil’s Against Eunomius (ca. 364–365, see Radde-

Gallwitz, Basil of Caesarea, 151) is also primarily a non-polemical work against the 

Eunomians with reference to the interpretation of Gen 1; there is a distinction drawn 

between the creation of the world and the eternal generation of the Son; see Basil of 

Caesarea, Against Eunomius 2.2 (FC 122) trans. Mark DelCogliano and Andrew Radde-

Gallwitz (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2011). 
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hearers giving thanks to the Creator for the plants, animals, and all who take part in 

creation. 

 Contemporary Basil scholars challenge the authenticity of the tenth and eleventh 

sermons on the Hexaemeron. However, their acceptance is on the rise in the most-recent 

literature.26 Since Basil concludes his ninth homily with allusions that he intends to 

continue his discussion regarding the image of God in humans, many understand that the 

genuine tenth and eleventh homilies are extant. Moreover, I argue that the entire 

discussion is resolved easily by assuming a conflation between two disparate texts. The 

first is Basil’s own and is only recently translated into English.27 The second is Nyssen’s 

On the Making of Humanity, and is written for their brother Peter and in response to 

                                                 

26 For the acceptance of these homilies as genuine, see Philip Rousseau, Basil of 

Caesarea (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 318n1. Rousseau argues that, 

even though there is a change of style between homily 9 and 10, 10 and 11 are still 

authentic. He contends that the change of style is on account of the fact that Gregory 

made editorial remarks on Basil’s text posthumously. He utilizes Socrates Scholasticus’s 

Ecclesiastical History 4.26 (NPNF2 2: 111) ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. A. 

C. Zenos (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), as evidence; however, I see no evidence 

that Gregory edited these works. I do see, however, reference to Nyssen, whom Rousseau 

confuses with Gregory as an editor. Nonna Verna Harrison also supports the authenticity 

of the tenth and eleventh sermons as she is the translator of these works in Basil of 

Caesarea, On the Human Condition, trans. Nonna Verna Harrison (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2005). For affirmation of each respective position, see Basil 

of Caesarea, Hex. 10 and 11, Basil de Césarée, Sur l’origine de l’homme (Homélies X et 

XI de l’Hexaéméron) ed. and trans. Alexis Smets and Michel van Esbroek (Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf, 1970), 13–126, and Amand de Mendieta, “Les deux homélies sur la 

création de l’homme que les manuscrits attribuent à Basile de Césarée ou à Grégoire de 

Nysse: Le probléme de leur redaction,” in Zetesis: Album amicorum: Bijdragen op het 

gebied van de klassieke filologie, filosofie, byzantinistiek, patrologie en theologie door 

collega’s en vrienden aangeboden aan Prof. Dr. Emile de Strycker (Utrecht, Neth.: 

Nederlandsche Boekhandel, 1973). 

27 See Basil of Caesarea, On the Human Condition. This English text is translated 

from the critical edition, of which the editors also hold that Basil is the genuine author of 

the tenth and eleventh homilies; see Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 10 and 11.  
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Basil’s Hexaemeron.28 Since Nyssen succeeds Basil’s nine sermons with his own work, 

and since Basil did the same for his own tenth and eleventh homilies, I argue that each of 

the two are genuine, and the reason for the discrepancy is because Basil’s tenth and 

eleventh homilies are considered by some as Nyssen’s work.29 While Basil’s remarks at 

the completion of his ninth homily regarding his future literary intentions invite 

pseudepigraphical ventures, this is explained away by assuming certain writers 

mistakenly considered Nyssen’s On the Making of Humanity as Basil’s tenth and 

eleventh homilies. Instead, one can view Nyssen’s On the Making of Humanity as similar 

yet distinct from Basil’s genuine tenth and eleventh homilies. 

 Basil’s tenth sermon on the Hexaemeron expresses a different clarity regarding 

the presence of the Trinity in creation, and Basil does this by highlighting the phrase “Let 

us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” (Gen 1:26). Basil explains 

that it is the presence of the Father and Son and Spirit that requires the hortatory 

statement “let us.”30 Basil then proceeds to answer a hypothetical question of whether 

there are three gods: “Because the Godhead is one. For that Godhead which I see Father, 

the same also is in the Son; and that which is in the Holy Spirit, the same also is in the 

                                                 

28 Ibid., On the Making of Man in Select Writings and Letters (NPNF2 5) eds. 

Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004). 

29 Socrates Scholasticus obscures the situation when he writes that Gregory 

completed Basil’s work after Basil’s death in Ecclesiastical History 4.26, 111. This is 

believed because Socrates Scholasticus is not aware of Basil’s tenth and eleventh genuine 

homilies yet is cognizant of Nyssen’s work. 

30 Basil of Caesarea, On the Human Condition, First Homily on the Origin of 

Humanity, 1.3–4, 32–33.  
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Son…the prelude to our creation is true theology.”31 The statement is profound in that 

this kind of theology is absent from the first nine sermons on the Hexaemeron. The 

discussion in the tenth sermon is limited, but it does give the reader a glimpse into Basil’s 

thought that is not present in the first nine homilies, since that is not his concern at the 

time of composition. The eleventh and final sermon on the Hexaemeron does not 

frequently mention the Trinity but rather concludes Basil’s discussion on the days of 

creation. 

 Gregory differs from Basil in his cosmological interpretation. There is no hint of 

hypocrisy here, even though he praises Basil’s works. While some believe that Gregory’s 

cosmological interpretation diverges from Basil’s because he finds no need to repeat 

Basil’s conclusions, Gregory demonstrates that this is not the case. Instead, Gregory 

presents his Trinitarian cosmology as such because he arrives at different conclusions 

than Basil’s cosmology.32 

 

                                                 

31 Ibid., 1.4, 33–34. 

32 While Gregory esteems Basil’s work most assuredly, I do not agree with D. A. 

Sykes’s characterization that Gregory does not attempt a detailed study of creation as did 

Basil, because he assumed Basil’s work is satisfactory; see Gregory of Nazianzus, 

Poemata Arcana, 143. Instead, Gregory does not use Basilian cosmology because 

Gregory has his own cosmology, and his own polemical and theological interpretation of 

the Genesis creation narratives, as well as his own context. Gregory does not hesitate to 

write extensively on the Holy Spirit (see Or. 31 in On God and Christ: The Five 

Theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius, trans. Frederick Williams and Lionel 

Wickham [Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002], 117–47), after Basil 

already wrote extensively about the Spirit in Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit, trans. 

Stephen M. Hildebrand (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011). Since 

Gregory differs with Basil on the Holy Spirit, he writes freely about the Spirit; since 

Gregory offers a different view on meaning of the creation narratives, he espouses his 

own theological and polemical position. 
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Basil of Caesarea’s Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John 

 Since there are many Trinitarian works of Basil that are both important and 

explicitly anti-Arian, I mention only one as it pertains to creation, the Homily on the 

Beginning of the Gospel of John.33 The words “In the beginning was the Word” are 

important to this discussion because Basil, like Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria (and 

Gregory) connect John’s prologue with the Genesis creation narrative. Yet I do not 

consider this homily as a creation text, but rather as a sermon on one passage from the 

Gospels, only mentioned briefly here because of its close connection with Trinitarian 

language based on the theme of creation. For Basil, a creation text centers primarily on 

the creation story as based in Genesis. Here, rather, Basil’s focal point is on the gospel 

narrative, not the creation narrative, and so the creation story becomes a matter of 

secondary importance in this homily. 

 Basil addresses his audience on the importance of the first words to the prologue 

to John’s gospel, which reads “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 

God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning” (John 1:1–2). Even 

non-Christian philosophers acknowledge the profundity of this saying and expound upon 

it, which Basil does in this sermon. In denying the importance of phrases attributed to 

Arius such as “Before his begetting, he was not,” Basil designates that he is targeting 

Eunomius’s theology which is incompatible with Nicene thought.34  Basil holds fast that 

“in the beginning was the Word,” and that Eunomian doctrine cannot stand so long as it 

                                                 

33 Basil of Caesarea, Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John, 250–57. 

DelCogliano dates this work to between 365–378. 

34 Ibid., 1, 251. 
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seeks to uphold the words of Scripture, since the Eunomians held that since the Son is 

begotten, that he did not exist before his begetting.35 In reality, Eunomius employs the 

prologue to John’s gospel quite readily, though he concludes that the Son is made Son in 

time, not eternally, and therefore there is a time when the Son is not begotten.36 Thus, the 

generation of the Son represents the Son as one who is not God in essence, but is like the 

Father, but different than God (in essence).37 Eunomius is like the Arians when he writes 

that the Son is a creature of the Father, but unlike the Arians when he writes that the 

essence of the Son is not like the Father in substance or essence, whereas certain Arians 

confessed that the Son was similar in essence to the Father.38 

 Basil takes time to refute the Eunomians with reference to the chronology of the 

Son’s begetting. He insists that the Son is not begotten at the creation, but that the Son 

existed in the beginning, and existed before the creation of the world. In lambasting his 

                                                 

35 Ibid. 

36 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Expositio Fidei 3 in Eunomius: The Extant Works; ed. 

and trans. Richard Paul Vaggione (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 153. 

37 Ibid., 4, where Eunomius writes that the Son cannot be God as the Father is 

God, since there is only one eternal God; rather, the Son is made only-begotten God; see 

also Thomas A. Kopecek, A History of Neo-Arianism, vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA: The 

Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, Ltd., 1979), who provides Eunomius’s position 

without textual work in Eunomius at this juncture in 209–10. R. P. C. Hanson, The 

Search for the Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy, 318–381 (Grand 

Rapids: Baker, 2005), 619, incorrectly places Eunomius’s confession here in Apology 5, 

as the critical edition from which Vaggione translates demonstrates that at Apology 5 

there only exists an abbreviated version of Eunomius’s confession, and that it is more 

appropriate to place the longer confession as an appendage to the entire work by 

Eunomius himself at Apology 28. 

38 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Liber Apologeticus 28 in Eunomius: The Extant Works, 

75.  
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opponents, he resorts to calling them both impious and stupid.39 Basil addresses his 

audience with rationale for the usage of the word ‘Word’ for the Son: “So then, he said 

Word so that he could communicate to you the Father’s passionless begetting and teach 

you the theology of the perfect existence of the Son, and through these demonstrate the 

Son’s non-temporal conjunction with the Father.”40 He continues, revealing his 

exhortation to his audience to employ theological hermeneutics: “So then, take as much 

as is pious from the term ‘word’ for the theology of the Only-Begotten. Reject whatever 

you find in it that appears unconclusive and unsuitable, and transcend every 

contrivance.”41 

 In addition to anti-Eunomian polemic, Basil addresses the shortcomings of the 

modalist, or Sabellian position that is associated with Marcellus of Ancyra, when he 

writes against those who teach that the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are one mixed reality 

and designation.42 Proceeding to assail the Eunomians, Basil writes that if any Eunomians 

address the church and declare that the Son did not exist at the time of his begetting, Basil 

instructs the church to repeat the words ‘he was’ four times in order to quash their phrase 

‘he was not.’43 These are clear instructions given to the church, coupled with the 

                                                 

39 Basil of Caesarea, Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John, 2, 253. 

40 Ibid., 3, 255. 

41 Ibid. 

42 Ibid., 4, 256. 

43 Ibid., 4, 257. 
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exhortational phrase, “Let the foundations of the faith remain unshaken.”44 This 

catechetical-apologetic sermon serves to speak out against Basil’s non-Christian skeptics 

of the biblical creation account, and he does so here through his interpretation of the 

Gospels, which hearken back to the creation story. Gregory does the same in a more 

explicit way and in almost all passages that he mentions the creation story.45 

Comparing Origen’s and Athanasius of Alexandria’s accounts of creation with 

Basil’s makes it clear that the Alexandrians’ interpretations are more theologically 

motivated than Basil’s. By this I mean that Origen and Athanasius are more likely to 

engage in a higher degree of allegorical exegesis of Scripture without hesitation. Basil is, 

as explained above, reticent to use allegory at times, and prefers, for contextual reasons, 

to employ a plainer meaning of Scripture. He decries the allegorization present in the 

Marcionites, the Valentinians, and the Manicheans in Hex. 2.4, 26–27. I write this not to 

say that Basil’s works are not theological, but rather to comment on the method of 

                                                 

44 Ibid. This short homily is apologetic in nature, not because it is written against 

the Eunomians (“Do not attribute a blasphemy to the teaching of the Spirit by appeal to 

your evil arts. You have the verdict; submit yourself to the Lord”), but rather that the 

Eunomians are used as a hypothetical interlocutor in order to encourage the faith of the 

church, ibid., 4, 256–57. The purpose of this apologetic sermon is catechetical, written to 

encourage the faith of the church, rather than as a manual written to instruct the church 

how to respond to the Eunomians, even though on the surface that illusion exists: “So 

then, I pray you find sweetness in what you have tasted and receive benefit from what 

you have been given to digest,” ibid., 4, 257. 

45 While discussing the origin and ills of humanity, Gregory offers a solution in 

Christ in Or. 2.23–24, 209–10. In Or. 20.6–7 Gregory discusses the Father as the origin 

of the Son and the Spirit yet at the same time describes the Son as the one who creates the 

world in Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 20.6–7, ed. and trans. Brian E. Daley (New York: 

Routledge, 2006), 101–102. While addressing the profit of education, Gregory refers to 

created things, and the creation, and immediately mentions Christ, who is the one who is 

over all created things in Or. 43.11, 35–36. 
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interpretation of Scripture. The Alexandrians convey more about God in relation to the 

persons of the Trinity than does Basil in his Hexaemeron. This proves that the texts of 

Origen and Athanasius are crucial for the reader in discovering Gregory’s thoughts on 

creation and the Trinity. Gregory acknowledges his love for Basil’s Hexaemeron, and 

those writings are a direct interpretation on the days of creation. The objection is raised as 

to why Basil does not address his opponents in the Trinitarian crisis in his sermons on 

creation.46 The answer is because the Trinitarian crisis is not the only concern that drives 

Basil’s ministry. Basil cares for his own churches, and based on these sermons the 

Trinitarian controversy is not an immediate concern for his congregation. There is an 

absence of a clear Christology in the Hexaemeron; there are no discussions on the 

generation of the Son, Prov 8, or even a mentioning of Christ as the one who creates the 

world. Their absence simply indicates that they are not part of his literary agenda. In this 

sense, Basil serves as a contemporary influence in Gregory’s Trinitarian cosmology, but 

not to the same extent as Origen and Athanasius. 

It is evident that Gregory is well aware of Basil’s Trinitarian theology, though 

Gregory’s attitude toward the Trinity drives him to take a different approach in his 

writings.47 Since Basil writes extended treatises on the Trinity and against opponents 

within the Trinitarian controversy, I only consider Basil’s Trinitarian theology as it 

relates to creation in the Hexaemeron, simply because Basil writes extensively about the 

                                                 

46 Again, the Anomoeans (Eunomians) are mentioned briefly and only in passing 

but not discussed in Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 9.6, 150. 

47 See Socrates Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History 4.26, 111, regarding 

Gregory’s cooperation with Basil on various works. 
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Trinity. The Hexaemeron is Basil’s extended work on the creation, and Gregory is well 

aware of this work, though he directs his own works and statements about creation in a 

different direction.  

Because Gregory admires Basil’s Hexaemeron to a high degree, it is worth 

examining Basil’s text in light of Gregory’s comments and attitude about it. When 

Gregory reads it, he is brought into the presence of the Creator and he more-fully 

understands the account of the creation.48 Gregory respects Basil’s work, and believes it 

is indeed theological—hence Gregory’s being drawn into the presence of the Creator—

but Gregory’s context differs. Basil is writing for his church and against faulty views of 

creation outside of the church, whereas Gregory deals with concerns only from within the 

church. In this sense, Gregory’s exegesis is driven by a presupposition to defend the 

divinity of the persons of the Trinity against his opponents. 

Gregory does not intend for his writings to challenge Basil’s work, since he 

greatly admires Basil’s writings. However, he does recognize that Basil’s context is 

different and that he cannot use Basil’s works on creation to combat the anti-Trinitarian 

opponents. Gregory appropriates his friend’s works when they are useful to his argument: 

When I turn to his works treating of the Spirit, I find the God I possess, 

and I speak the truth boldly, thanks to the support of his theology and 

contemplation. When I peruse his other commentaries which he composed 

for the short-sighted, after inscribing them in three forms on the solid 

tablets of his heart, I am persuaded not to be content with the literal 

interpretation, or to fix my attention on things merely on the surface, but 

to advance further and to proceed from depth to depth, calling deep on 

deep, and finding light after light, until I reach the topmost peak.49 

                                                 

48 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 43.67, 85. 

49 Ibid. 
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Gregory’s point is that he must employ a different kind of hermeneutic than Basil when 

Gregory examines texts on the creation. Each has his own situation, and each employs a 

different form of interpretation. Basil here uses texts on creation and provides 

commentary in a more textual and literal way, paying attention to the immediate without 

drawing conclusions that are not present in a plain reading of the text. As such, Basil 

directs the reader to the Creator, without entering into speculation about theological 

matters that are not mentioned explicitly in Gen 1–3. Gregory, however, pays attention 

first to the literal meaning, but then goes well beyond it when he brings in conclusions 

from the New Testament as well as church teaching on the Trinity.  

Gregory interprets these creation texts in an overtly Trinitarian fashion, discussing 

christological matters that Basil believes are not immediately present in a literal reading 

of that same text.50 Thus, Gregory’s exegesis is contextually-driven in that his opponents 

provide a reason for him to interpret in such a fashion.51 Gregory’s exegesis may be 

described as theological in that it is neither distinctly grammatical, historical, nor critical. 

Instead, it may be described as both theological and confessional; that is, Gregory 

employs the confessional understanding of the Trinity in his day as a standard or rule 

                                                 

50 Frederick Norris writes that especially Gregory, when he is involved in 

theological controversies, does not interpret Scripture in a distanced and controlled 

manner, and should not be judged in the historical and critical exegesis of the modern era, 

in “Gregory Nazianzen: Constructing and Constructed by Scripture,” in The Bible in 

Greek Christian Antiquity, ed. and trans. Paul M. Blowers (Notre Dame: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 1997), 150. 

51 Gregory addresses the Eunomians while at the same time indirectly alludes to 

the Apollinarians and Macedonians when he lays out his confession of faith, while also 

providing language focusing on God as the one who creates the world in Or. 40.45 in 

Festal Orations, trans. Nonna Verna Harrison (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary 

Press, 2008), 140–41. 
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whereby he interprets the rest of Scripture. It is theological in that the standard or rule 

revolves around a basic confession of the Trinity as the Trinity is confessed in Gregory’s 

day. This becomes the driving rationale behind his interpretation and implementation of 

Basil’s texts. Regarding Basil’s Homily on the Beginning of the Gospel of John, it is not 

an explicit creation text, yet Cappadocian and Alexandrian exegesis on John’s prologue 

invariably ends up in discussions on creation and, more frequently, the Creator. Basil’s 

literal approach to creation is contrasted with Gregory’s allegorical approach to creation.   

 

Gregory of Nyssa 

 Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335–395), the younger brother of Basil and a contemporary 

and friend of Gregory, wrote many doctrinal works on the Trinity and the Holy Spirit. 

While Nyssen’s literary corpus is abundant, I consider only Apologia to His Brother 

Peter on the Hexaemeron and On the Making of Humanity, each of which are completed 

just prior to Basil’s death.52 The timing of his literary career mirrors Gregory’s, and his 

exegesis is infused with Platonic ideas, yet it does not neglect the historical meaning. He 

is aware of Origen’s exegesis, yet he struggles with consistency regarding the historical 

and the allegorical throughout his literary career. His writings demonstrate the patterns of 

his biblical exegesis and his attitudes toward the Trinity when discussing creation. 

 

 

 

                                                 

52 Peter C. Bouteneff, Ancient Christian Readings of the Biblical Creation 

Narratives (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008), 152–55, presents the timing of these two works. 
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Gregory of Nyssa’s Apologia to His Brother Peter on the Hexaemeron 

  Nyssen completed the Apologia to His Brother Peter on the Hexaemeron in 

response to their brother, Peter, and in defense of Nyssen’s views on the days of 

creation.53 His text reads much like Basil’s in that he gives many details on the framing 

of the creation of the world and directs his readers to remember that it is God who creates 

the world. His discourse is more technical than Basil’s, pointing to the fact that each 

served a different audience. Nyssen reminds his audience that Basil’s Hexaemeron is a 

complete testimony that is consistent with the words contained in the Genesis narrative of 

creation.54 Nyssen is confident in the fact that all things in the world achieve their 

purpose through God and that God orders their events. 

 Whereas Basil discusses very little regarding the Logos, Nyssen mentions the 

Logos as the one through whom God chose to create the world, to which he adds that 

God also made all things in wisdom.55 Although he could have used this as a springboard 

for discussion on the activity of the Word and Wisdom in creation, or to provide anti-

Eunomian polemic, he abstains. Nyssen’s own conclusions are sometimes consistent with 

Origen’s. When Nyssen notes that the creation of the world is twofold—one spiritual and 

                                                 

53 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Hexaemeron (PG 44.61). 

54 Ibid., Hex. (PG 44.68). 

55 Ibid., Hex. (PG 44.73). Nyssen cites Ps 104:24 here: “He made all things in 

wisdom.” 
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the other perceptible—he demonstrates knowledge of Origen who said something similar 

with reference to the heavens.56   

 Nyssen maintains, as does Basil, that theories of cosmology outside of the one 

taught by Moses are inferior. Those of Epicurus and other philosophers are unprofitable 

and unreliable and are not on the same level of quality as Scripture.57 Nyssen’s theory of 

the origin of the earth is, as he explains, from divine Scripture which also maintains that 

the Spirit of God is above the water (Gen 1:2). The Spirit, Nyssen continues, is of the 

same nature as God, who is light, and therefore the Spirit of God is light.58 Nyssen does 

not further his position, but decides instead to discuss in great detail the contents of the 

physical creation that exist, such as the four Aristotelian elements of fire, water, wind, 

and earth, yet he expresses uncertainty in understanding these four as the foundational 

elements of the universe.59 

 In closing his Hexaemeron, Nyssen describes his historical setting in that he 

wishes to avoid discussions of humanity in creation because he has already done so in his 

previous book, On the Making of Humanity. Nyssen sees both of these texts as 

compatible with Basil’s Hexaemeron and admits that he left many things unsaid here 

                                                 

56 See Origen, Homilies on Genesis and Exodus, Homilies on Genesis 1.2 (FC 

71:49) trans. Ronald E. Heine (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 

Press, 1982), where Origen designates a physical heaven and a heaven which exists in the 

minds of humans. Near the end of Nyssen’s Hexaemeron he names two heavens, 

following Origen, in Hex. (PG 44.121). 

57 Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. (PG 44.80). 

58 Ibid., Hex. (PG 44.81), but the Spirit of God is not the Father. 

59 Ibid., Hex. (PG 44.80). 
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because Basil already discusses them in his own work. He also hints at his exegetical 

intent when he writes: “by following the succession of scriptural insights I desire to write 

about these matters, to guard the letter of the text and the consideration of nature which 

agrees with it.”60 His interpretation of the first chapter of Genesis demonstrates his desire 

that his work not be read in isolation but be considered along with both Basil’s 

Hexaemeron and his own On the Making of Humanity. Nyssen’s Trinitarian benediction 

names God, the ‘only-begotten Son’ and the ‘all Holy Spirit,’ and this is the only place in 

his writing that explicitly refers to the three members of the Trinity together. 

 When one considers Nyssen’s Hexaemeron outside of its historical setting and 

reads it for its literary and catechetical value and couples it with Basil Hexaemeron, both 

Nyssen’s and Basil’s Hexaemeron complement each other. Numerous topics in both are 

identical, yet many of the contextual boundaries guard the two from discussing the days 

of creation in a christological sense with concerns for the opponents in the Trinitarian 

controversies. I conclude that Nyssen’s and Basil’s interpretation is intentional and the 

concerns of each are to explain the days of creation using a literal interpretation of 

Scripture. Nyssen and Basil employ this method to combat other cosmologies in order to 

instruct their congregations.61 Gregory’s use of creation with relation to the Trinity is 

                                                 

60 Ibid., Hex. (PG 44.124). Nyssen is employing similar exegetical techniques as 

his brother, Basil, in Basil’s Hexaemeron. Nyssen’s context is similar, though not 

identical, to Basil; he demonstrates this with his similar content, writing style, and 

knowledge of Basil’s audience and setting. 

61 Nyssen’s audience is not altogether clear, although he recognizes that Basil had 

his own audience for the Hexaemeron (for the church and against certain people who 

speculate on the origins of the world from a non-Christian perspective). Nyssen’s works 

are somewhat of a continuation of the efforts of Basil, and he employs similar methods. 
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altogether different.62 Gregory’s handling of creation has polemical intent and is used 

within the Trinitarian controversy to support his conclusions on the three persons of the 

Trinity.63 Gregory takes many examples within the creation narrative such as the creation 

of the world, the creation of humanity, and the “generations” from Eve, to explain his 

Trinitarian theology against his opponents. His opponents use Scripture, but Gregory 

believes they use it incorrectly, and Gregory uses these ideas and others to prove that his 

own Trinitarian conclusions, many of which are from creation, are indeed scriptural.64 

 Gregory and his opponents each use Scripture in order to arrive at a sound 

understanding of the faith. The difference is that Gregory is grounded in the orthodox 

tradition in that Scripture must always be guided by the confessions of the church. 

Aligning oneself with a regional ecclesiastical tradition is not sufficient to safeguard 

against what the church deems unorthodox teachings; Gregory’s enemies claim to use 

Scripture correctly and to be part of a regional ecclesiastical tradition. The primary 

safeguard is an ecumenical confession which supersedes regional ecclesiastical 

conclusions. Scripture is the source for an orthodox understanding of the faith and it must 

be interpreted through the universal church, which Gregory’s opponents fail to do. 

                                                 

62 When Gregory discusses creation he uses it as a catalyst to defend and describe 

the Creator, Christ, who is the one who is generated from the Father before all time. See 

Or. 40.42, 137. 

63 As explored above, in cosmological discussion, Gregory quickly moves to 

polemics, as he frequently does with reference to Sabellius, Arius, and the “ultra-

orthodox” Jews in Or. 2.37, 212, and again in Or. 20.6, 101, though here he only names 

the Arians and Jews, and simply describes the Sabellians without naming them. 

64 Gregory explains the role of the Son as begotten, an idea which is debated in 

creation language (since his opponents believe that the Son is created), using a plethora a 

ideas from Scripture in Or. 30.19–21, 108–12.  
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Gregory of Nyssa’s On the Making of Humanity 

Nyssen provides a detailed glimpse of his anthropology as interpreted from the 

Genesis creation narrative in his On the Making of Humanity. I noted above that the tenth 

and eleventh homilies of Basil’s Hexaemeron are genuine and are a continuation of 

Basil’s first nine sermons on the Hexaemeron, even though Basil wrote his own tenth and 

eleventh sermons which are not in Nyssen’s possession or knowledge.65 With this tract 

Nyssen aims to complete what his brother left undone.  

 Nyssen’s On the Making of Humanity, like his Hexaemeron, is a response to his 

brother, Peter, regarding Nyssen’s position on the days of creation, especially with 

reference to the creation of humanity on the sixth day. Nyssen begins this work with a 

helpful table of contents listing the thirty chapters of the book, though very few of the 

chapters deal specifically with creation in a Trinitarian sense; that is, Nyssen follows the 

road that Basil paved in laying out a cosmology that does not explain the creation 

narratives in an anti-Eunomian fashion as Gregory does. Certain sections in Nyssen 

occasionally mention the Trinity, such as the passage where he reads the Gospel of John 

prologue alongside the Genesis creation narrative, but this reads much the same way as 

Basil’s Hexaemeron.66 Nyssen does not include the usual passages where patristic authors 

typically expound on the Trinity, such as the first few verses of Genesis, since this is 

written as a response to Basil’s work. In other words, he did not want to be redundant. 

                                                 

65 It is not difficult to gather why some infer that Basil’s tenth and eleventh 

sermons are not authentic. Since Nyssen is not aware of them, he composed his own, and 

when others gained possession of Nyssen’s they trusted Nyssen that Basil’s did not exist 

(even though they did exist, but are not brought to Nyssen’s attention.) 

66 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man 5.2, 391. 
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 The majority of On the Making of Humanity is more logically placed within an 

anthropological discussion, as some authors point out, yet there are strong Trinitarian 

connections to the cosmological order.67 Much like Basil in his own tenth and eleventh 

homilies on the Hexaemeron, Nyssen appropriately discusses the consideration of the 

image of God in humanity. Nyssen focuses on humanity as the apex of God’s creation, 

whose image is marred in the garden of Eden, thus bringing mortality to humanity. This 

mortality is overcome and the image restored by the resurrection of humanity, patterned 

after the resurrection of the Son. 

 Nyssen declares that the ‘made in our image’ phrase is uttered in order to destroy 

impious heresy, and to learn that the Only-Begotten made humanity in his image, and that 

the Father and the Son share the same divinity equally.68 Like Basil, Nyssen struggles to 

understand how lowly humanity is made like God. He surmises that since God is good, 

creation is an invitation for humanity to participate in God’s goodness, and while all of 

humanity is created in the image of God, not all choose to participate in and enjoy all of 

its benefits.69 Christ, therefore, is the model par excellence as living life as a full and true 

image bearer. 

                                                 

67 See John Behr, “The Rational Animal: A Rereading of Gregory of Nyssa’s De 

hominis opificio” JECS 7 (1999): 219–47, for details on the anthropological insight of 

this work. By “anthropological” I mean a discussion that centers around the first created 

humans as creatures, as opposed to the Creator being the locus of attention. 

68 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man 16.5, 404. 

69 Ibid., 16.6–10, 405. 
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 In the remaining chapters there is a lack of anti-Trinitarian polemic, though 

Nyssen does refer to Manichean cosmology briefly.70 Nyssen also discusses the 

Eunomians, as does Basil at the conclusion of his ninth sermon, and argues that the image 

of God revealed in Christ is the actual image of God, so that there is one image. Since 

there is one image, the Son bears the exact image of the Father; the Father and the Son 

share the same identical image. If the Father and Son share that same identical image then 

the Son does not have an image that is less in quality than the Father, against the 

Eunomians who argue that the nature of the Son is unlike the Father.71 Nyssen’s 

argument for the Trinity exposes his awareness of current theological crises. He refers to 

the Eunomians’ belief that the Son is a creation of the Father. Gregory always denies that 

the Son is a creature, but is only the one who creates the world and who exists eternally.72 

The historical origin of Gregory’s denial is with Arius and his followers who believed 

that there was a time when the Son did not exist in the world. If there was a time when 

the Son did not exist, for Arius, then the Son must be a creation of the Father. Gregory 

never states Arius’s belief but always contends both that the Son is eternal and that the 

Son is the person through whom the Father creates the world. 

 Nyssen’s works on creation serve historical purposes, and they are mostly tied to 

exhortation and instruction. Unlike Gregory who uses much of his discussion on the 

creation to argue for the persons of the Trinity against his opponents, Nyssen argues for a 

                                                 

70 Ibid., 23.5, 414. 

71 Ibid., 6.3, 392. 

72 See Gregory’s assertion of this in Or. 29.3, 71. 
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supreme God, who is the Christian God, and who ordered the universe with care. Gregory 

will go much further than Nyssen with reference to Trinitarian hermeneutics and polemic. 

When Gregory discusses creation, he usually references the Son, as when he describes 

the Logos as the one who is above and who controls all of creation, and is the maker of 

all that is in the creation.73 While Gregory does not always name his opponents 

specifically when discussing Christ as the one who creates the universe, he uses almost 

every opportunity when discussing the creation to discuss the Creator. When appropriate 

in other contexts Gregory draws his opponents back into the conversation by name. In 

this sense I see Gregory’s writings as having a Trinitarian element which is driven by 

polemical intent. 

 Nyssen’s sermons on the days of creation are like Basil’s in their exegesis, their 

relatively precise attention to Scripture, and their knowledge of Origen’s writings. Each 

of the two address local ecclesiastical concerns such as the creation of the world and what 

it means that one is created in the image of God, but neither of them discuss anti-

Trinitarian opponents at length. Basil’s recipients are the church and he mentions the 

non-Christians who are speculating about the origins of the world. Nyssen aims to pick 

up where Basil ended in his Hexaemeron, so neither of them has a reason to present 

polemical and anti-Eunomian rhetoric on the creation of the world. While Basil’s later 

creation sermons highlight in small measure the existence of a Trinitarian God, in Basil’s 

earlier sermons he stays clear of the topic. Nyssen’s tracts reflect Basil’s somewhat, but 

he follows his brother in assuming that his listeners have a basic understanding of the 

                                                 

73 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 14.33, 94 
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Trinity. Nyssen focuses on the local needs of his readers and congregation by presenting 

the days of creation in a literal way.74 Gregory, however, will take what he reads in his 

Cappadocian friends and focus explicitly on the Trinity while using the theme and 

narrative of creation to do so in light of his later fourth-century Trinitarian crises.75  

There is a primary point of departure for Gregory regarding his colleagues’ usage 

of creation texts. Gregory differs in method in that he employs allegory to a higher degree 

than Basil and Nyssen who interpret the creation narratives literally. In other words, in 

defending a scriptural presentation of creation, they specifically do not employ allegory 

to a high degree but instead pay close attention to what is written and do not engage in 

further speculation. Gregory, rather, does engage in speculation and allegory on the 

creation texts because he wishes to present a theology that is contrasted with his 

theological opponents. All three Cappadocian fathers describe the creation with the 

Creator at the center, yet only Gregory presents his material in such a way as to focus on 

the events of the Trinitarian controversy and specifically the fact that the Son is not 

created and is of the same essence as the Father.76 Basil and Nyssen most certainly do not 

interpret with critical exegesis that is seen today; however, Basil and Nyssen focus on the 

days of creation, the content of creation and, in a fourth-century way, the biology of 

                                                 

74 While Basil and Nyssen are each anti-Eunomian, their works on creation are 

not explicitly so as they instead present a scriptural presentation of creation for the 

purpose of their hearers. See Basil of Caesarea, Hex. 4.1, 55–56; Gregory of Nyssa, Hex. 

(PG 44.88). 

75 Ep. 101 is not a creation text, but in Gregory’s christological defense against 

Apollinarius, using the fall of Adam as an example, he names the Arians as opponents, 

and describes Christ as the one who is the Creator of all, in Ep. 101, 158. 

76 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 29.10, 78. 
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creation (by focusing on animal and plant species). Gregory interprets the creation 

narrative allegorically in terms of discussing matters of the Trinity, which are not 

immediately apparent in the Genesis narrative. Gregory’s rationale is that his historical 

and social setting drives his interpretation, rather than a literal reading of the text. 

 

Contemporary Reaction to His Opponents 

 Gregory’s contemporary context involves as least two major facets: those who 

influenced him and those whom he rejects. Gregory’s positive influences are Origen and 

Athanasius and secondarily Basil and Nyssen, yet it is also important to identify 

Gregory’s theological opponents in order to understand Gregory’s historical context and 

purpose of writing. The three primary opponents in Gregory’s career as far as the 

Trinitarian crisis is concerned are Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the Macedonians. 

Gregory certainly has other opponents in his writings and ecclesiastical career, but these 

three have a special place in Gregory’s polemic. In the following section I briefly identify 

the context and concerns of these three opponents with reference to Gregory’s historical 

and theological setting, and note why it is important that Gregory uses the theme of 

creation in order to argue for the divinity of the persons of the Trinity. 

 

Gregory against Apollinarius 

 Gregory has many theological opponents who are the subjects of his Trinitarian 

polemic, and it is evident that Apollinarius is one of those opponents based on Eps. 101–
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2, and 202, and his poem, Against Apollinarius.77 Much of Gregory’s polemic is aimed at 

his opponents without specifically naming them. These three letters and this poem clearly 

identify Apollinarius as the subject of the christological dispute. The context of the so-

called Apollinarian controversy his helpful in gaining an understanding of the reasoning 

behind Gregory’s polemic. 

 Apollinarius of Laodicea (ca. 315–392) is not only Gregory’s theological 

opponent but he is also an enemy of Athanasius. Apollinarius’s theological position is not 

the easiest to decode because he ascribes to a qualified version of Nicea (325), yet is 

himself condemned at Constantinople (381).78 Gregory’s point of contention with 

Apollinarius is his Christology, which is a tightly expressed unity of the humanity and 

divinity of Christ which contrasts with the Antiochene position. This is one of the very 

issues that Gregory is called to Constantinople to address, and so it is no surprise that 

Gregory vilifies Apollinarius as living outside of the faith and, indeed, as mindless.79  

 Although Apollinarius submits to the doctrine of the Trinity as agreed upon at 

Nicea (325), his thoughts do not correspond with later ecumenical councils such as 

                                                 

77 Gregory of Nazianzus, Eps. 101–2, 155–72; see also Ep. 202 in Edward R. 

Hardy, ed., Christology of the Later Fathers (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1954), 

and Gregory of Nazianzus, Against Apollinarius in On God and Man: The Theological 

Poetry of St Gregory of Nazianzus, trans. Peter Gilbert (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s 

Seminary Press, 2001) (Carm. I.1.1.10 in PG 37, 464–70), 81–83. 

78 For more on the early career and influences upon Apollinarius, see Kelley 

McCarthy Spoerl, “Apollinarius and the First Nicene Generation,” in Tradition & the 

Rule of Faith in the Early Church: Essays in Honor of Joseph T. Lienhard, S.J., ed. 

Ronnie J. Rombs and Alexander Y. Hwang (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 2010), 109–27. 

79 Ibid., Ep. 101.5, 158: “Whoever has set his hope on a human being without 

mind is actually mindless himself and unworthy of being saved in his entirety.” 
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Constantinople (381), which condemned him, as well as Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon 

(451), which also condemned him.80 This demonstrates that, according to the majority of 

the fourth-century church, the theology of Nicea is acceptable as sufficient only until the 

time of the next subsequent ecumenical council which builds upon Nicea, since many of 

the christological problems continued to exist in Nicea’s aftermath. Between 325 and 

381, the conclusions of the Council of Nicea (325) are still up for interpretation and 

variation as far as how it is applied. In aiming to uphold the unity of Christ, Apollinarius 

suggests that Christ is one being and person who does not possess true and full humanity. 

Christ possesses the flesh of humanity, but he does not possess a human soul or mind. 

The controversy is later referred to as the Logos-Flesh controversy because Christ is 

considered the Logos (divine) and flesh. He was, according to Apollinarius, human in the 

sense that he had flesh and bones, yet he still lacked a human mind and thus lacked 

complete humanity. The consequences of such a theology are enormous. While 

Gregory’s controversy with Apollinarius is not steeped in creation language, nevertheless 

it is present and Gregory uses it not only to defend his view of Christ, but also his view of 

the Trinity. 

                                                 

80 For more on Apollinarius’s views, especially with reference to how they are 

perceived by Athanasius of Alexandria, see Christopher A. Beeley, The Unity of Christ: 

Continuity and Conflict in Patristic Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 

176–82. 



126 

 While Apollinarius clearly confesses that the Logos is the Creator of the world 

and is not a creature, he is not able to embrace the full humanity of Christ.81 On the one 

hand Apollinarius writes that the “created” and “uncreated” aspects of Christ are 

comingled into one nature, but he also writes that his apparent humanity is merely a 

garment, and that his sonship is trumped by his lordliness, that his spiritual state 

overpowers his state of servitude, and that he is “not a human being.”82 Gregory’s 

response to Apollinarius is that the divinity and humanity of Christ dwell together, yet 

one does not outweigh the other. Gregory defends his position by using the illustration of 

Adam in the garden of Eden, and that Christ has a humanity that is like unto Adam’s. 

That is, Adam is not sub-human or even superhuman at his creation; thus, Christ must be 

completely human except for the fact that unlike Adam, Christ did not sin.83 While Paul 

makes the analogy between Adam and Christ in Rom 5 and 1 Cor 15, Gregory uses the 

comparison polemically against Apollinarius. For Gregory, Christ needs to be completely 

human to provide salvation for humans.84 

 From Gregory’s perspective an Apollinarian Christ amounts to a person who 

cannot save humans from their sins. Yet since Adam fell in the garden of Eden, Christ, 

                                                 

81 Apollinarius of Laodicea, On the Union in Christ of the Body with Godhead 5 

in The Christological Controversy, ed. and trans. Richard A. Norris, Jr. (Philadelphia: 

Fortress, 1980), 104. 

82 Ibid., 11, 106. Apollinarius is relating to the apparent humanity of Christ when 

he writes “created,” sonship, and servitude, and the divinity when he writes “uncreated,” 

lordly, and spiritual. 

83 Gregory of Nazianzus, Against Apollinarius in On God and Man, 81. 

84 Ibid; 82; Ep. 101.5, 158. 
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who is uncreated, as the second Adam, provides salvation in the flesh, through his death, 

for those who are in the flesh (all humans). The christological argument between the two 

is grounded in one’s conclusions regarding creation. Apollinarius writes: “O new creation 

and divine mixture! God and flesh completed one and the same nature!”85 Gregory 

provides a corrective response to Apollinarius’s conjecture: “O the new mixture! O the 

paradoxical blending! He who is comes into being, and the uncreated is created, and the 

uncontained is contained, through the intervention of the rational soul, which mediates 

between the divinity and the coarseness of flesh.”86 Apollinarius does not believe that the 

Son has a rational soul.87 

 Apollinarius expresses the divinity of the Son at the expense of his humanity. He 

writes that the Son is “unemptied,” yet Gregory writes, along with Paul, that the Son 

“empties himself” in that the divine becomes a divine and human person.88 Apollinarius 

writes that the Son is not a true human: “He is not a human being but is like a human 

being.”89 Gregory’s response is that one must recognize that the Son is a true human 

being and, against the charges by the Apollinarians that the Son does not have true 

temptation, thirst, hunger, or even being born, the Son must be acknowledged as two 

                                                 

85 Apollinarius of Laodicea, Fragments 10, 108. 

86 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 45.9, 169. When Gregory writes that Christ is 

created, he is referring to the human nature of Christ and does not believe that the Son is 

a created being in the sense that Arius and Eunomius do. 

87 Apollinarius of Laodicea, Fragments 25, 108. 

88 Ibid., On the Union in Christ of the Body with Godhead 5; Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Or. 45.9, 169. The kenosis passage described is from Phil 2. 

89 Ibid., Fragments 45, 109.  
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distinct but united natures within the one Christ.90 The reason is because “Had half Adam 

fallen, what was assumed and is being saved would have been half too; but if the whole 

fell he is united to the whole of what was born and is being saved wholly.”91 

 

Gregory against the Eunomians 

 Gregory considers the Eunomians as enemies for various reasons including the 

fact that their leader, Eunomius of Cyzicus (ca. 325–395) is from Cappadocia and lived in 

theological conflict with both Basil and Nyssen. Eunomius’s theology departs from 

Arius’s, and he taught that the Son is of a completely different essence than the Father. 

Eunomius is in close connection with Aetius (ca. 300–370) who, along with Eunomius, 

rejected both the Homoiousions and the Homoians.92 In his Syntagmation, he claims that 

the relationship between the Father and the Son is Anhomoios; that is, that the Son is 

                                                 

90 Gregory of Nazianzus, Ep. 102.8, 170. 

91 Ibid., Ep. 101.5, 158. 

92 Homoiousion is a moniker ascribed to those who held that the Son is like in 

substance to the Father, as opposed to those who confessed that the Son is the same in 

substance to the Father (Homoousions). The Homoians are a group who claimed that the 

Son is like the Father in all things, yet refused to use ousia language but opted rather for a 

broader designation of the relationship, following Eusebius of Nicomedia (d. 342). The 

position held at the Council of Sirmium (357) precisely summarizes the Homoians: 

“Christ is like the Father in all things, according to the Scriptures.” The Emperor Valens 

and his commander, Modestus, attempted to convert Nyssen to the Homoion doctrine. 

For more on the Homoians, see Daniel H. Williams, “Ambrose, Emperors and Homoians 

in Milan: The First Conflict Over a Basilica,” in Arianism After Arius: Essays on the 

Development of the Fourth Century Trinitarian Conflicts, eds. Michel R. Barnes and 

Daniel H. Williams (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1993), 127–46. Although Eusebius of 

Nicomedia accepts the Homoousion doctrine at Nicea, he refuses to anathematize Arius 

and as a result Eusebius’s followers are later acknowledged by his Nicene opponents as 

“Eusebians.” 
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completely unlike the Father in essence.93 While Gregory does not mention the 

Eunomians by name, it is clear based on their content that Ors. 27–31 are written as a 

response to them. 

 Gregory refined his Trinitarian doctrine because of Eunomius. Since Eunomius 

provided such carefully-worded attacks against the Cappadocian fathers, each one of 

them is forced to provide detailed responses and counter attacks. Socrates Scholasticus 

writes that even though Eunomius is considered a champion of the Arians, whenever he 

or his followers engage in theological disputes with either Gregory or Basil, the 

Eunomians always appear ignorant or illiterate in comparison.94 The very fact that both 

Basil and Gregory and even Nyssen found it necessary to defend their faith against 

Eunomius’s proves that the latter’s theology is a threat to both Gregory and the 

Cappadocian brothers. 

 An understanding of Eunomius’s works and the many works written against him 

and his followers, especially those composed by the Cappadocian fathers, facilitates a 

proper understanding of his thought. Since Eunomius’s theology existed prior to the 

literary careers of the Cappadocian fathers, studying the writings of Athanasius of 

                                                 

93 This signals a departure from both Nicea and Arius. For more on these various 

beliefs, see Hanson, The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God, 603–11, 617–36. The 

different designations of those formerly called ‘Arians’ is helpful in that there are 

different strands of that belief, in addition to the fact that the latter group has less 

connection to Arius himself than the earlier groups. According to Lewis Ayres, the 

Aetians and the Eunomians made up the larger group of the so-called ‘Arians,’ 

sometimes referred to as the Neo-Arians, in Nicaea and its Legacy: An Approach to 

Fourth-Century Trinitarian Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 144–49. 

Ayres writes that in their theology they are “Heterousion.” The designation Anhomoios is 

sometimes written as “Anomeans.”   

94 Socrates Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History 4.26, 111. 
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Alexandria sheds light on other aspects of his thought.95 The Eunomianism that Gregory 

addressed centered on the existence of the Son at the time of creation. Gregory addresses 

the Eunomians in Or. 40 when he notes the tension in understanding the generation of the 

Son from the Father, yet concludes that the Son is both eternal and that the Son is 

begotten eternally.96 Gregory also composes extended Trinitarian argumentation in Ors. 

27–31 against the Eunomians, using the doctrine of creation as a springboard for 

Trinitarian polemic. Those orations are among the most polemical of Gregory’s anti-

Eunomian agenda and he supports his ideas through cosmological Trinitarianism. 

 Eunomius’s Expositio Fidei is a short confession of faith on the Father, Son, and 

Holy Spirit.97 Eunomius explains his theology when he writes that the Father is not 

separated into many but is one, and does not become someone else nor out of his single 

essence is he split into three.98 Gregory writes that the three persons of the Trinity are not 

divisions of the single essence but are three personalities undivided in substance.99 

Eunomius writes that the Son is not uncreated and not without beginning, since he is the 

                                                 

95 For a detailed explanation of Eunomian thought during the generation prior to 

the Cappadocian fathers, see David M. Gwynn, The Eusebians: The Polemic of 

Athanasius of Alexandria and the Construction of the ‘Arian Controversy’ (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2007), 103–249. 

96 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 40.42, 137. 

97 Nyssen quotes sixty percent of it in his own works. While some believe that 

certain church fathers misrepresented their enemies, Vaggione contends that Nyssen 

fairly represents the genuine Eunomius in Richard Paul Vaggione, Eunomius of Cyzicus 

and the Nicene Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 140. 

98 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Expositio Fidei 2, 151.  

99 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 31.28, 138–39. 
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“Beginning of the works and ways of God’s existing.”100 Yet Gregory demands that the 

generation of the Son, as the only-begotten one, must be conceived of by believers as 

occurring in his divinity and not in his humanity. Thus, the Son is without beginning, is 

uncreated, and is eternal.101 And the Spirit, for Eunomius, is not on the same level of 

quality as the Father nor is he made the equal of the Son.102 Gregory clearly and 

unapologetically confesses the full divinity of the Spirit: “What, then? Is the Spirit God? 

Certainly. Is he consubstantial? Yes, if he is God.”103 

 Gregory’s point of contention with Eunomius is that he does not affirm that the 

Son is of the same essence as the Father; in fact, Eunomius declares that the Son is of an 

altogether different essence than the Father: “Believing him to be neither homoousios nor 

homoiousios, since the one implies a generation and division of the essence and the other 

an equality.”104 Because the Son comes forth from the Father, writes Eunomius, the Son 

necessarily cannot be of the same essence as the Father. Yet Gregory believes that if the 

Son is not of the same essence as the Father, then there is no longer a Trinity.105 When 

Gregory writes against Eunomius, he is concerned with proving from Scripture that the 

Son is of the same essence as the Father, and he uses the idea of generation, as Eunomius 

mentions it and who also confuses it with human creation, in order to define and defend 

                                                 

100 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Expositio Fidei 3, 153. 

101 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 20.8, 102; Or. 6.22, 20; Or. 42.17, 149. 

102 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Expositio Fidei 4, 157. 

103 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 31.10, 123. 

104 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Liber Apologeticus 26, 71. 

105 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 31.12, 126.  
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divine generation.106 Gregory also is at pains to preserve the incomprehensibility of God, 

since Eunomius’s doctrine essentially teaches that God can be fully known.107 The Spirit, 

likewise, is not able to divinize believers if the Spirit is not God.108 Therefore, Gregory’s 

goal is to preserve the doctrine of the Trinity because Eunomius’s unorthodox position of 

the Trinity presents a Son who cannot properly be worshipped or provide salvation for 

humanity because Eunomius’s Son is a creature and not the Creator in the fullest 

extent.109 

 

Gregory against the Macedonians 

 It is evident that Gregory reflects upon the Macedonians in Constantinople based 

upon his comments about them in his Constantinopolitan orations. They are part of a 

larger group pejoratively named the Pneumatomachians, so named by Gregory, 

Athanasius, and others as those who fought against and restricted the divinity of the Holy 

Spirit. The Pneumatomachians that Gregory addresses are the Macedonians, while the 

                                                 

106 Ibid., Or. 20.8, 102. 

107 Eunomius of Cyzicus, Apologia Apologiae III.194.11–22, 121. Here Eunomius 

contends that the Son’s essence did not exist before he was begotten; the Father’s essence 

precedes the Son’s, and the Father’s unbegottenness becomes the sole attribute that 

entails all of the others. For Gregory’s position, see Or. 28.4, 39–40. 

108 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 33.16–17 in Select Orations and Select Letters, 

NPNF2 7, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. Charles Gordon Browne and James 

Edward Swallow (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 333– 34. 

109 Ibid., Or. 28.4, 72. 
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Pneumatomachians that Athanasius mentions are the Tropikoi.110 As each group denied 

the full divinity of the Holy Spirit, I distinguish the two from each other, as the meaning 

of Gregory’s polemic is misinterpreted if the Tropikoi are in mind. Regarding the 

Macedonians, they are reported to believe in the divinity of the Son, and that the Son is of 

the same substance as the Father, but affirm that the Holy Spirit is not a participant in the 

same substance as the Father and the Son, but rather is ascribed similar qualities as the 

angels.111 Sozomen also notes that the so-called Macedonians are also known as the 

Marathonians because of their allegiance to Marathonius.112 For the sake of simplicity 

and to avoid unnecessary pettiness, I refer to them as the Macedonians. 

 Gregory deals with Macedonian thought specifically in Or. 31 and personally at 

the Council of Constantinople (381). It is reported that thirty of their bishops attended the 

                                                 

110 See my discussion on the nuances of this term as I discuss it in the context of 

Athanasius’s use in his letters to Serapion. 

111 Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History 4.27, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; 

trans. Chester D. Hartranft (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 322. The comparison of 

the Holy Spirit with angels is similar to the way Athanasius describes the Tropikoi in 

Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion 1.1.2, in Works on the Spirit: Athanasius 

and Didymus, trans. Mark DelCogliano et al. (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary 

Press, 2011), 53. 

112 Hanson, in The Search for the Christian Doctrine of God, holds that the 

Macedonians are not followers of Macedonius but of Marathonius, 760–63. He also adds 

that those who fought against the Spirit in Athanasius are indeed the same as those who 

fought against the Spirit in Gregory, 762. I do not agree with Hanson’s assessment, since 

the Tropikoi are not able to confess the deity of the Son in Athanasius of Alexandria 

Letters to Serapion 1.1.4, 55, whereas the Macedonians are; see Sozomen, Ecclesiastical 

History 4.27, 322. See also 5.14, 336, where Sozomen writes that the followers of 

Macedonius preferred the name ‘Macedonians.’ Demetrios J. Constantelos inaccurately 

conflates the two when he writes “the followers of this brand of Arianisms became 

known as the tropikoi pneumatomachoi and became aggressive propagators,” in “Toward 

the Convocation of the Second Ecumenical Synod,” GOTR 27 (1982), 403. 
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council, but they refused to sign the confession assigned to the council because of its 

elevation of the Holy Spirit to divine status; subsequently they departed from the 

council.113 Nyssen is also present at the council and later writes against the Macedonians 

in Against the Macedonians and On the Holy Spirit. Basil writes against the 

Pneumatomachians in his Homily Against the Sabellians, Anomoians, and 

Pneumatomachians.114 Gregory’s polemic against the Macedonians is connected with 

creation in that Gregory argues for an uncreated Holy Spirit, who is of the same essence 

as the Father, who is neither a creature nor an angel, but stands beside the Father and the 

Son, eternally present at the creation.115 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter I argue that in order to arrive at a proper understanding of 

Gregory’s Trinitarian, polemical works, one must bear in mind the precise setting. 

Calling to mind Gregory’s context means identifying the ones who influence Gregory and 

those who opposed him—those to whom he addresses in his polemical works. I 

                                                 

113 For further exploration and details, see Michael A. G. Haykin, The Spirit of 

God: The Exegesis of 1 and 2 Corinthians in the Pneumatomachian Controversy of the 

Fourth Century (Leiden, Neth.: Brill, 1994), 170–85. See also Frederick W. Norris, Faith 

Gives Fullness to Reasoning: The Five Theological Orations of Gregory Nazianzen, 

trans. Lionel Wickham and Frederick Williams (Leiden, Neth.: Brill, 1991), 53–71; and 

Ayres, Nicaea and its Legacy, 214–18. 

114 Gregory of Nyssa, Against the Macedonians, On the Holy Spirit 19–26 in 

Gregory of Nyssa, ed. and trans. Anthony Meredith (New York: Routledge, 1999), 39–

46. Basil of Caesarea, Homily against the Sabellians, Anomoians, and 

Pneumatomachians in On Christian Doctrine and Practice, 290–303. 

115 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 31.8, 122. Gregory demonstrates his 

pneumatological polemic most explicitly in Or. 31.    
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previously reviewed how Gregory incorporates Origen and Athanasius to guide his 

thinking; this chapter investigates the influence of Basil and Nyssen and their use of 

creation texts, in light of the later fourth-century Trinitarian crises. In addition, I name 

Gregory’s main literary and theological opponents: Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the 

Macedonians.  

 Basil’s primary work on creation, the Hexaemeron, is a series of nine sermons 

concerning the days of creation up until the creation of humanity, with two additional and 

later homilies containing the creation of humanity. Basil’s interpretation is literal rather 

than overly allegorical. He does not use christological or Trinitarian exegesis in order to 

refute opponents. Rather, he distinguishes his interpretation from Origen on cosmological 

matters, and informs the faith of his hearers that God is the Creator of the world, and the 

creation itself bears witness that God is Creator. His Homily on the Beginning of the 

Gospel of John, however, is explicitly polemical, written with the Eunomians in mind, 

but with the intention of encouraging the faith of his hearers. This sermon is not a 

creation sermon, but Basil hearkens back to creation as he believes that the prologue to 

John’s gospel is properly understood with the Genesis creation narrative in mind. Overall, 

Basil’s creation texts do not employ a high degree of polemical and christological or 

Trinitarian exegesis. Gregory, however, is aware of Basil’s work and even praises it, but 

he approaches the creation narratives in an allegorical manner in order to provide a 

polemic against his opponents to promote Trinitarian and christological theology for the 

benefit of the church. 

Nyssen writes two works on the days of creation in response to Basil’s more 

significant work, the Hexaemeron. Nyssen writes his own account of the days of creation 
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as a reply to his brother, Peter, and to complete what he thought his other brother, Basil, 

left undone in the Hexaemeron. In Nyssen’s Apologia to His Brother Peter on the 

Hexaemeron, he employs many of the tactics that Basil uses in his longer works. His 

exegesis, like Basil’s, is literal, rather allegory which leads to christological and 

Trinitarian insights. While Nyssen writes for a different audience, the style is much the 

same, providing instruction for his hearers about the days of creation, with special 

attention to the image of God in humanity. Nyssen continues this theme in his On the 

Making of Humanity by explaining in detail what it means that humans are created in the 

image of God, and how the tarnished image from the garden may be restored at the 

resurrection. Nyssen’s works on creation, like Basil’s, are neither polemical nor highly 

allegorical in terms of an exegesis that reads the New Testament into the Old. Gregory 

takes a contrasting position in which he discusses many of the same creation texts yet 

comes to different conclusions by means of an allegorical interpretation which is 

undertaken because of his desire to defend the doctrine of the Trinity and of Christ. 

Gregory’s opponents serve as the motivation for his disdain in his Trinitarian 

polemic. Gregory addresses Apollinarius as the one who refuses to accept the Son of God 

as he is portrayed in Scripture, highlighting the full humanity of the Son against the 

partial humanity of Christ espoused by Apollinarius. Gregory uses themes in creation in 

order to combat the teachings of Apollinarius. Gregory also writes extensively against the 

Eunomians, and he will continually employ creation and the timing of the generation of 

the Son as a polemic against, for Eunomius, a Christ who is both distinct from and lower 

than the Father, and is indeed temporal in nature. Gregory’s major opponents in 

Constantinople, and part of the reason he wrote Or. 31, are the Macedonians. Gregory 
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uses creation themes to arrive at a pneumatology that places the Spirit as one who 

possesses deity and eternality and non-creaturliness that is shared by the Son. 

Gregory’s theological polemic in his own works demonstrates knowledge and 

appreciation for the works of his colleagues, Basil and Nyssen. However, Gregory 

departs from his close friends in how he treats creation texts. Gregory denounces the anti-

Trinitarian thought of his opponents for the purpose of defending the doctrine of the 

Trinity so that the church might not be led astray but rather might be advanced. Gregory 

does this by means of an allegorical, rather than a literal, interpretation of creation texts. 

My point is made clear by surveying Gregory’s tendencies in his exegetical works. There 

are no sustained exegetical works whereby Gregory provides a homily or commentary on 

a lengthy portion of Scripture. Instead Gregory is driven by the context of his historical 

and ecclesiastical situation rather than the historical context of Scripture.116 For Gregory, 

creation points first to the Creator, who is a Trinity, and who exists in three persons of 

equal divinity. Understanding who influenced Gregory and to whom Gregory is 

responding aids the reader in discerning the proper motivations of his writings and allow 

the reader to discover Gregory’s intent. The remaining chapters of this dissertation 

carefully investigate Gregory’s writings and demonstrate that Gregory uses creation texts 

and themes as theological polemic against his later fourth-century Trinitarian opponents.  

                                                 

116 Frederick Norris, “Gregory Nazianzen: Constructing and Constructed by 

Scripture,” 149. Norris writes that when Gregory interprets Scripture in either his 

preaching or teaching he always does so within the context shaped by his polemical 

adversaries and by his confessional friends. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE ECONOMY OF SALVATION, PART 1:  

THE TRINITYAND CREATION IN GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS  

DURING HIS NON-CONSTANTINOPOLITAN YEARS 

 

I argue in this chapter that when all of his writings are considered, Gregory of 

Nazianzus demonstrates a cosmology that is both Trinitarian and polemical, influenced 

by his Alexandrian forerunners, contrasted with his Cappadocian colleagues, and 

contested against his theological opponents. That is, Gregory holds that the creation of 

the world demonstrates the evidence of the divinity of the persons of the Trinity, and he 

argues this against Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the Macedonians, simultaneously 

contrasting in style and substance with the cosmological writings of Basil of Caesarea 

and Gregory of Nyssa, but all the while being motivated by Origen and Athanasius of 

Alexandria. When Gregory discusses the creation of the world, especially in his 

polemical writings, he does not do so primarily with reference to science, history, the 

order of the world, or even anthropology. Gregory’s chief concern when considering the 

theme of creation and the scriptural narrative of creation is emphasizing the divinity of 

the persons of the Trinity while resorting to aspersion against his theological opponents.1 

                                                 

1 Although Gregory’s discussions of the cosmos are concerned mostly with the 

Trinity, often, for the purposes of polemics, there are times when Gregory discusses the 
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In this chapter I examine Gregory’s orations, letters, and some poetry that Gregory 

composes during his Cappadocian ministry, ca. 359–379, and in his retirement years, ca. 

381–390.2 Since Gregory writes around forty-four orations, 250 letters, and around one 

hundred poems, most of which Gregory writes during his retirement years, I examine 

each genre of literature written during Gregory’s Cappadocian and retirement ministry 

(this chapter), as well as his Constantinopolitan ministry in the following chapter. 

 

The Trinity and Creation in Gregory’s Cappadocian Ministry 

Gregory’s Cappadocian ministry commences after he completes his formal and 

demanding studies in Nazianzus, Caesarea in Cappadocia, Caesarea in Palestine, 

Alexandria, and Athens. At the conclusion of Gregory’s studies in Athens he returns to 

Cappadocia around the year 358 or 359 to begin his episcopal and priestly service there.3 

I focus on Gregory’s writings according to the chronology of his life for three specific 

                                                                                                                                                 

dynamics and beauty of the world, as in “Grant, Immortal Monarch,” in Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Saint Gregory Nazianzen: Selected Poems, ed. and trans. John A. McGuckin 

(Oxford: SLG, 1986), 8–9 (Carm. I.1.30, PG 37, 509–10), and again in ibid., “In Praise 

of Virginity” in On God and Man: The Theological Poetry of St Gregory of Nazianzus, 

trans. Peter Gilbert (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001) (Carm. I.2.1, 

88–118). McGuckin describes Gregory’s aesthetics of the world in John A. McGuckin, 

“The Beauty of the World and Its Significance in St. Gregory the Theologian,” in Toward 

an Ecology of Transfiguration: Orthodox Christian Perspectives on Environment, 

Nature, and Creation (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 34–45. 

2 Gregory enjoys a four-year retreat in Seleucia which is technically outside of 

Cappadocia in the province of Cilicia, yet it retains geographical proximity with the 

Cappadocian border.   

3 Gregory describes his tearful departure from Athens as he bids farewell to his 

Athenian friends and colleagues which he writes is around his thirtieth year of life. If 

Gregory is born in 330, this is around the year 359. See Gregory of Nazianzus, Three 

Poems, “Concerning His Own Life” 238–64 (FC 75:84) trans. Denis Molaise Meehan 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1987). 
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reasons. First, it naturally shows progression and development of thought with reference 

to his personal theological convictions. Second, presenting Gregory’s writings 

chronologically aids the reader, since the amount of material is vast. Finally, considering 

Gregory’s works according to both genre and time of composition highlights his 

historical concerns, which is one of my main arguments in this dissertation: Gregory uses 

the doctrine of creation in order to defend the divinity of the persons of the Trinity 

against his fourth-century theological opponents. In this chapter I will address the 

following of Gregory’s writings during this period: nineteen orations, about eighty letters, 

and a bit of poetry.4  

 

Orations in Gregory’s Cappadocian Ministry 

Many of Gregory’s orations are not strictly homilies designed to encourage his 

church community. Rather, they are carefully-presented speeches intended to persuade 

his, at times, cultured audience on the essentials of the faith. To that end, the orations are 

not rigid exhortations on passages of the Bible, but rather a confluence of Nicene 

theology and the scriptural themes of the economy of salvation which are crafted in order 

to cultivate the maximum response of his intended recipients. Gregory’s orations are a 

logical place from which to derive Gregory’s thought because they are delivered in a 

pastoral setting and provide instruction to his hearers. In this section I discuss a few 

                                                 

4 Most significant of which are the orations, since they are dedicated sermons 

which often serve theological purposes. I consider Ors. 1–19 in this chapter, in 

chronological, rather than numerical, order. The orations written prior to his 

Constantinopolitan ministry which do not contain explicit references to creation include, 

in chronological order, Ors. 1, 3, 14, 4–5, 8–13, and 16. 
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circumstances in which Gregory reveals his thoughts on creation in relation to the Trinity. 

Of the nineteen orations composed during this period, only a few provide any insights 

concerned with cosmology or creation: I discuss the material from Ors. 2, 6–7, 14, and 

17–19.  

Most of Gregory’s sermons are delivered to congregations; some are written but 

may not have ever been delivered orally. This is likely the case for Gregory’s Or. 2, 

which Gregory writes at the beginning of his career in defense of his flight of retreat to 

Pontus.5 In this oration Gregory recalls the presence of sin in all of humanity as a result 

of single act of disobedience of Adam in the garden of Eden. The remedy for this 

miserable anthropological state is Christ, who is superior to and beyond the reach of sin. 

Nevertheless Christ becomes subject to sin in that he becomes a human.6 Gregory states 

that Christ becomes the substitute for Adam and his obdurate heart in that he represents 

all of humanity, and interchanges with him in love.7 Gregory’s statements are sometimes 

quite puzzling: “This is the reason for the generation of the virgin, for the manger and 

Bethlehem; the generation on behalf of creation, the virgin on behalf of the woman, 

Bethlehem because of Eden, the manger because of the garden, small and visible things 

on behalf of great and hidden things.”8 Gregory means that sin requires a Savior, who is 

                                                 

5 Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 2 (NPNF2 7:204–27) ed. Philip Schaff 

and Henry Wace; trans. Charles Gordon Browne and James Edward Swallow (Peabody, 

MA: Hendrickson, 2004). 

6 Ibid., Or. 2.23, 210. 

7 Ibid., Or. 2.24, 210. 

8 Ibid. 
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physically generated from the Virgin; likewise because of the fall of humanity in the 

Genesis creation narrative the physical generation of the Son to the Virgin becomes 

necessary. Gregory states it another way when he writes that humanity needs Bethlehem, 

the birth of Christ, because of the fall of humanity in the garden of Eden. Finally, the sin 

in the garden of Eden necessitates the manger which receives the newborn Christ. 

 In the same oration Gregory defends the divinity of the Son against the ‘madness 

of Arius’ by providing a genealogical example of fatherhood and sonship.9 Gregory 

argues that the Father is not properly named Father if the Son is not in a genuine 

relationship with the Father; in other words, no one should consider the Son, in the Son’s 

divinity, amongst created beings, for if the Son is created the Son is not also considered 

ranked with the Father.10 Gregory preserves the triunity of the Father, Son, and Spirit 

against the immutable position of Arius when he states that the Son is begotten and the 

Spirit proceeds, and each have the Father as their origin of divinity.11 To say that the 

Father is the source of divinity for the Son and the Spirit does not necessitate that they are 

of a lesser level of divinity; rather, the Father as origin simply denotes distinction of 

persons. This example demonstrates that Gregory defends the divinity of the Son by 

referring to the Son in terms of creation, and specifically with reference to the eternal 

generation of the Son. 

                                                 

9 Ibid., Or. 2.37, 212. 

10 Ibid., Or. 2.38, 212. 

11 Ibid. 
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 I do not think Gregory’s fourth oration contains pertinent arguments related to my 

thesis on the implementation of the theme of creation. However, I briefly note Gregory’s 

usage of the suffering of the cosmos as a topic that is expressed by the apostle Paul in his 

letter to the Romans: “For the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the 

children of God; for the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the 

will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself is set free from its 

bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God” (Rom 

8:19–21). Gregory picks up on this reference in his oration to Julian the Apostate. There, 

he states that creation groans in suffering, hoping for a future deliverance, but at the same 

time joins together with the sons of God in glorifying God.12  

As I mentioned in earlier chapters, Sigurd Bergmann does not pay proper 

attention to Gregory’s historical and ecclesiastical contexts or to the proper biblical 

contexts. With reference to the suffering of the creation Bergmann overemphasizes 

Gregory’s analogy here when he discusses Gregory’s perspective on this issue.13 He 

incorrectly points out that Gregory argues for a creation that is a victim, so to speak, of 

suffering and evil, rather than the cause of it, which is also part of the ancient Gnostic 

                                                 

12 Ibid., Julian the Emperor: Containing Gregory Nazianzen’s Two Invectives and 

Libanius’ Monody, Or. 4.5, trans. C. W. King (London: Bohn Classical Library, 1888), 

9–10. 

13 Sigurd Bergmann, Creation Set Free: The Spirit as Liberator of Nature, trans. 

Douglas Stott (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 142–45; trans. of Geist, der Natur 

Befreit: die Trinitarische Kosmologie Gregors von Nazianz im Horizont einer 

Ökologischen Theologie der Befreiung (Mainz, Ger.: Matthias Grünewald, 1995). I 

discuss the shortcomings of Bergmann’s thesis with reference to Gregory and Gregory’s 

proper context in this first chapter of this dissertation. This is one example of his verbose 

interpretation of Gregory to meet his own, ecological-biological-theological purposes 

which are, in my interpretation, exaggerated. 

http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
http://web.ebscohost.com.libproxy.temple.edu/ehost/viewarticle?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie46bZMtqm1SrSk63nn5Kx95uXxjL6orUmxpbBIr6eeSriot1Kzrp5oy5zyit%2fk8Xnh6ueH7N%2fiVbWns0m0qLBIpOLfhuWz44ak2uBV8NzmPvLX5VW%2fxKR57LO%2fbMq3rkiupq5NsK6vUKTc7Yrr1%2fJV5OvqhPLb9owA&hid=13
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teaching.14 He is correct, however, when he concludes that humanity, as creatures, shares 

with the rest of creation in the community of suffering, which is in line not only with the 

teaching of Gregory but also with the apostle Paul.  

Gregory writes Or. 6 around the year 364, and he addresses the monks with whom 

he reconciled after a period of silence, and briefly describes creation. Though there is not 

a sense of rhetorical polemic in the discussion, he does use the opportunity to highlight 

the importance of the Father and the Son. Gregory writes that the creation, which exists 

in perfect harmony, is both a product of God’s will, and a herald of God as its Creator.15 

Gregory credits the binding together of the cosmos to the Logos, the artificer of the 

universe. Interestingly, Gregory highlights the peace of the creation as long as it remains 

within the confines of the purpose for which it is created. The very same tranquil creation 

discussed here is the identical subject that Gregory uses to contend against those who 

disrupt the peace of the church by arguing for a God which Gregory cannot accept. 

Gregory picks up on this theme of discord in the church when he searches for a middle 

ground between over compliance and volatility within the church.  

For Gregory, one must not fear those who oppose his message but must rather 

fear God, and in the service of truth should contend for the doctrine of the true faith.16 It 

is not a coincidence that Gregory then cherishes the importance of a unified church, in 

which he then encourages his hearers to guard the truth for the benefit of ecclesiastical 

                                                 

14 Ibid., 142. 

15 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 6.15 (FC 107:14) trans. Martha 

Vinson (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003). 

16 Ibid., Or. 6.20, 18–19. 
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harmony. The truth, writes Gregory, is handed down by their fathers. That is, that the 

church has a reverence for the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, not one distinct individual 

but three, yet a single, uncreated reality which is distinguished from all of creation.17 

Gregory’s intentions are to guard the teaching of the Trinity against his opponents, in 

which he uses the doctrine of creation as a catalyst. 

 In 368 Gregory’s brother, Caesarios, dies, and during this same year Gregory 

delivers his memorial panegyric, Or. 7, at his funeral. In recalling his brother’s talents, 

Gregory praises him as one skilled in technical professions that are primarily inaccessible 

to most others. Yet Gregory’s memory of his brother is one who does not follow his 

disciplines to the point of separation from God; rather, Caesarios believes that the stars, 

the creation, and the way that things move are all subject to the will of the Creator, and it 

is the stars themselves that lead Caesarios to admire the Creator.18 Gregory could have 

used many different illustrations to remember Caesarios and his professions, yet when he 

does, he focuses on Caesarios’s disposition toward creation and the Creator. 

As is expected, Gregory does not use the occasion of his brother’s funeral as an 

opportunity to present a theological treatise to argue against his Trinitarian opponents, 

and neither does he provide an explanation on the beginning of the world. He does, 

however, mention the Creator and the creation in passing, and when he does, as is his 

pattern, he mentions God. When Gregory contemplates creation, he contemplates God, 

                                                 

17 Ibid., Or. 6.22, 20. 

18 Ibid., Funeral Orations, Or. 7.7 (FC 22:8) trans. Leo P. McCauley et al. 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1953). 
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and God, writes Gregory, is a Trinity.19 Gregory also recognizes the activity of the three 

persons of the Trinity in creation, as Basil does.20 At the conclusion of Gregory’s funeral 

oration on Caesarios, Gregory beseeches God to receive his brother. Gregory 

characterizes God as the Maker of all human bodies, the pilot of humanity, master of life 

and death, who through his creative Word rules all of creation and is the first fruits of all 

creation.21 

 Gregory’s fourteenth oration on love for the poor, written in 368 after Caesarios 

dies, displays Gregory’s attitude for loving the poor, as he exhorts his Christian 

congregation. This non-polemical sermon has little confrontational speech, as Gregory is 

not stirring up theological conflict in this congregational homily. While Gregory 

                                                 

19 This is not to assume that any of the members of the Trinity exist as the other, 

but that ‘God’ can refer to the Father or to the three persons of the Trinity collectively. 

‘God’ is the default name for the Father in Gregory, as in “There is one God, without 

beginning or cause…the noble, great, and only-begotten Son’s great Father” in ibid., “On 

the Father” in On God and Man, 37 (Carm. I.1.1 in PG 37, 403). Gregory also uses ‘God’ 

to refer to the three persons together: “When I say ‘God,’ I mean Father and Son and 

Holy Spirit,” in ibid., Festal Orations, Or. 45.4, trans. Nonna Verna Harrison 

(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008), 164 (quoted verbatim in 380 in 

ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.8, 120), and again: “And let the mind, freed from the 

body, still speak with you, O God, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit,” in ibid., “Glory to 

God the Father,” and in ibid., “An Evening Prayer,” in Saint Gregory Nazianzen, 10, 12 

(Carm. I.1.31, PG 37, 510–11).  

20 Gregory of Nazianzus, “Glory to God the Father,” in Saint Gregory Nazianzen, 

10 (Carm. I.1.31, PG 37, 510–11). See also Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit 16.38, 

trans. Stephen M. Hildebrand (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 71: 

“In their creation, consider for me the initial cause of their existence (the Father), the 

Maker (the Son), the Perfector (the Spirit). So the ministering spirits exist by the will of 

the Father, they are brought into being by the energy of the Son, and they are perfected 

by the presence of the Spirit.” See also ibid., Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 1.3–4; 2.2; 3.5, 6–

8; 22–24; 44–45. 

21 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 7.24 (FC 22:25). 
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describes the equality of all human beings, both rich and poor, he recalls the creation of 

the world. Sin taints humanity in the garden of Eden and it affects one created by God not 

under sin, but who is able to indulge in it freely. Freedom is a result of divine obedience, 

and slavery is a result of selfish transgression.22 Gregory does not nuance the description 

any further, yet in this brief occurrence of the mentioning of creation, Gregory describes 

God as the one who is active in the garden, and the Lord as the one who is both Creator 

and as one who exists in the beginning. In addition to this, Gregory writes of God as the 

one who restores broken creation in Christ, so that humanity is reinstated to that 

unblemished dignity which is theirs before the fall of Adam in the garden.23 

 As Gregory returns later to the theme of creation, he writes that God is the maker 

of all and ruler of the universe. That is, all that is created is ordered and sustained by God 

in harmony.24 The very fact that God exercises providence over creation and cares for it 

is the reason why this article deserves incorporation into one’s faith. Gregory recognizes 

that the Logos is above all of creation and, even though humanity may not understand the 

intentions of the Logos, they must confess that it is the Logos, and not disorderly, primal, 

and cosmic forces, who controls the creation.25 

 In Or. 17 Gregory briefly mentions God with reference to the creation of the 

world in the context of the amalgamated laws of nature. Gregory writes this oration as he 

                                                 

22 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 14.25, ed. and trans. Brian E. Daley (New 

York: Routledge, 2006), 90. 

23 Ibid., Or. 14.26–27, 90–91.  

24 Ibid., Or. 14.33, 94. 

25 Ibid. 
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returns to Nazianzus to assist his father as a bishop, and attempts to calm the people of 

Nazianzus against the irate prefect. Gregory describes the normal order of affairs in the 

world, and reassures his listeners that God is in control of the affairs of the world and 

indeed the world itself. God does this, writes Gregory, with the Wisdom that is present at 

the creation of the world.26 The happenings of nature are not a result of the laws of 

existence, but rather via God who speaks, and the creation listens and moves around the 

one who does not move. Just as the creation does not remain unmoved, so also the affairs 

of humanity, and those of the city of Nazianzus, move and are guided by God.27  

 Gregory’s seventeenth oration marks a break in homiletic silence on the theme of 

creation since his fourteenth oration written in 368. There are several circumstances 

where Gregory mentions God as Creator or says something relatively insignificant, as far 

as the argument of this dissertation is concerned, about the creation of the world. I wish 

to draw my attention to the situations in which Gregory uses the story of creation as a 

point of departure in which to arrive at the doctrine of the Trinity in order to argue 

against his theological opponents. Naturally, this occurs most-frequently in his polemical 

works, most of which occur in Constantinople and beyond, though I mention a few here. 

 The funeral oration, Or. 18, on his father Gregory the Elder, are written around 

374 and contain an introduction which praises his father as a man of God. Gregory, when 

contrasting his mother with Eve, reveals some fascinating sentiments; Gregory writes that 

when God gives Eve to Adam, she is an enemy and an opponent, who beguiles Adam by 

                                                 

26 Ibid., Select Orations, Or. 17.14 (FC 107:88). 

27 Ibid. 
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pleasure and alienates him from the tree of life.28 Gregory’s mother, on the contrary, 

helps Gregory the Elder who, as a middle-aged convert, is the leader of the house, but 

who yields to his wife in piety as the leader.29 Gregory’s mother exemplifies, for 

Gregory, the ideal Eve. Gregory demotes Eve to a low status because she is the one who 

eats from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, and who advises her husband to follow 

in her undoing. 

 Gregory addresses Julian the Apostate in his next oration and discusses the matter 

of taxes and equity. In this speech, Or. 19, Gregory reminds Julian that he must give an 

account of himself to Christ for all of his actions. Christ left an example for humanity 

when he became a human and lived with and obeyed the rules provided for humanity by 

God. Christ did all of this even though he is the Creator of all humanity, and as a 

corollary he brings salvation to all creation. Gregory implores his listeners, and Julian, to 

obey Christ, and yet in his exhortation of Julian he wishes that taxes be applied fairly.30 

God, the one who brings the creation of the world through the Word, deserves obedience 

                                                 

28 Ibid., Funeral Orations, Or. 18.8 (FC 22:124). For a helpful discussion on the 

nature of gender dynamics in Eve, Adam, and the creation narrative in Genesis according 

to Gregory, see Vasiliki Limberis, Architects of Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the 

Cult of the Martyrs (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 160–64. 

29 Gregory of Nazianzus, Funeral Orations, Or. 18.8 (FC 22:124). 

30 Clergymen are permitted an exemption from the military tax under Constantine 

and Constantius, but this is not always implemented. See Gregory’s thoughts on this, ca. 

363 in ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters, Ep. 9 (NPNF2 7:466). Julian overturns 

this. Gregory writes “the taxes which property entails destroy all freedom and bind your 

lips with a fetter” in ibid., Three Poems, “Concerning His own Affairs” (Carm. II.1.1, PG 

37, 151–52; FC 75:30). 
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and honor, both in paying taxes and in assessing them. Gregory’s address is not to his 

Trinitarian opponents, but rather against his enemy, Julian. 

 

Letters in Gregory’s Cappadocian Ministry 

 Gregory’s letters are often brief and are correspondence pieces between Gregory 

and a friend. Gregory writes many letters to Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa, and 

others are brief so as to not reveal much as far as historical considerations. The letters 

that are most important for my thesis are his polemical letters, and I discuss them in their 

appropriate sections in this dissertation. In this section I consider the letters that Gregory 

writes between 358 through the time of the commencement of his Constantinopolitan 

ministry in 379. 

 In Gregory’s fifty-eighth letter, he writes to Basil recalling a dinner party in which 

one of the guests accuses Basil and Gregory of harboring an unorthodox confession. 

Against Basil, the houseguest holds to “excellent and perfect things about the divinity of 

the Father and the Son, as no one else could easily do, but gliding past the Spirit.”31 I 

mention this not because there is anything implicitly cosmological in the statement, but 

rather because it reveals a little of Basil’s pneumatology that is, in some sense, perceived 

by Gregory, even though Gregory writes that it is the houseguest who is of this opinion. 

                                                 

31 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Ep. 58, 179. Gregory, on the 

other hand, is said to “speak so openly of the Spirit of God.” Gregory recalls Basil’s 

confession of the Spirit’s divinity, which is true in public, but explicit and clear in 

private, in Funeral Orations, Or. 43.69, trans. Leo P. McCauley et al. (Washington, DC: 

The Catholic University of America Press, 1953), 87–88. Basil is reticent to use the 

homoousion of the Holy Spirit in public in order to keep peace in light of Emperor 

Valens’s tendency to favor those not in compliance with the Nicene position. 
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This is paramount to understanding the context of Gregory’s pneumatology. Gregory 

develops his own pneumatology, and it is distinct from Basil, yet in some sense it goes 

beyond Basil. I discuss this further when I discuss Gregory’s Constantinopolitan career. 

 Apart from this isolated discussion, Gregory is silent on the theme of creation in 

this oration. There are several factors which lead to little discussion on creation and the 

Trinity in Gregory’s letters written during his Cappadocian ministry. First, his letters are 

primarily individual correspondence pieces written to colleagues and friends, rather than 

theological enemies. Second, he does not fully engage in lengthy literary theological 

polemic at this stage of his ministry. Third, Gregory does not provide sustained creation-

themed language in his writings, though portions of it are found throughout. Either way, 

most of Gregory’s cosmology is scattered throughout his writings. This makes it difficult 

to decipher his thoughts and requires one to search all of his sources in order to garner 

evidence of his cosmological-Trinitarian polemic. I have collected the relevant examples 

strewn throughout Gregory’s writings that demonstrate how Gregory utilizes the doctrine 

of creation to support the Trinity against his opponents. 

 

Poetry in Gregory’s Cappadocian Ministry 

 In Gregory’s Cappadocian ministry his poetry provides more theological 

substance than his letters, when evaluated as a whole.32 While the letters err on the side of 

                                                 

32 Gregory of Nazianzus, Three Poems (FC 75:19) Meehan observes that Jacques 

Paul Migne’s Patrologia Graeca organizes Gregory’s poetry into broad categories: 

theological poems and historical poems. The theological poems, book 1, are divided into 

thirty-eight dogmatic poems and forty moral poems; book 2, the historical poems, are 

divided into poems concerning himself (ninety-nine poems) and poems concerning others 
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brevity, in his poems Gregory discusses theological matters at ease, and there is no 

shortage of Trinitarian and even cosmological themes. Many of Gregory’s poems are 

difficult to date, but I highlight obvious dates when they are possible to discern. In this 

section I discuss Gregory’s cosmological ideas as they pertain to the Trinity during his 

ministry years 358–379. Since Gregory composes most of his poetry when he retires after 

his public Constantinopolitan ministry, I mention only three poems here: Concerning His 

Own Affairs, In Praise of Virginity, and Lamentation Concerning the Sorrow of His Own 

Soul.  

 Gregory’s poem, In Praise of Virginity, is a formal debate between ‘marriage’ and 

‘virginity,’ who are morally judged at the end of the poem.33 During the introduction of 

this poem, composed in 370 and one of Gregory’s earliest, Gregory provides a poetic 

narration on the creation of the world. He writes that at the beginning the unmoved Father 

exists, with nothing prior to the Father, who does not beget the Son in the human sense, 

but begets the Son as light comes forth from light.34 The Father is described as parent, the 

Son as a child, and the Spirit as the one who comes forth from the Father, and together 

the persons share one pure nature.35   

 Gregory continues in In Praise of Virginity with a poetic rendition of the creation 

of the world which departs from the examples set forth in the hexaemeral accounts of 

                                                                                                                                                 

(eight poems). Even though some of Gregory’s poems are designated as theological, it is 

true that many of his poems that do not fit into this category still contain a great deal of 

theology. 

33 Ibid., On God and Man in “In Praise of Virginity” (Carm. I.2.1, 88–118). 

34 Ibid., (Carm. I.2.1.20–24), 89. 

35 Ibid., (Carm. I.2.1.26–30), 89. 
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Basil of Caesarea and Nyssen.36 Basil’s and Nyssen’s versions are tactical and exegetical; 

Gregory’s account is theological and poetic. Basil and Nyssen mention the members of 

the Trinity rarely in their accounts; Gregory lucidly explains to the reader, rather than by 

obfuscation, the Father who orchestrates creation, the eternal Word who acts on behalf of 

the Father, and the ever-present Spirit who participates both in the act creation and in the 

divine nature which the Trinity shares. The reason for discussing creation is because 

Gregory brings Adam and Eve into his poem. 

 The first man and woman are, for Gregory, a primary example of how the world 

functions as a result of the fall of humanity in the garden of Eden.37 Since each of them 

fell, according to Gregory, marriage and offspring are now necessary.38 For Gregory, all 

forms of celibacy are superior to a life of marriage which engages in the contrary. 

Though Gregory prefers the path of virginity, both marriage and virginity are honorable 

and are potentially exercised in honorable ways.39 Gregory’s purpose in writing In Praise 

                                                 

36 See Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, On the Hexaemeron (FC 46) trans. 

Agnes Clare Way (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1963); 

Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man in Select Writings and Letters (NPNF2 5) eds. 

Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. William Moore and Henry Austin Wilson 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004); Gregory of Nyssa, On the Hexaemeron (PG 44.61) 

ed. J.-P. Migne; trans. Casimir McCambley (n.p.; online: 

https://www.sage.edu/faculty/salomd/nyssa/hex.html). 

37 Elsewhere Gregory describes this loss as a fall from grace as a result of the evil 

that comes upon it, in Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 25.5 (FC 107:161). 

38 Ibid., In Praise of Virginity (Carm. I.2.1.110–14), 92. 

39 Ibid., (Carm. I.2.1.730–32), 118. Gregory later writes that marriage is “that 

channel of life, the greatest bond that matter has forged for human kind,” though 

marriage “never bound me,” in ibid., Three Poems, “Concerning His own Affairs” Carm. 

II.1.1.63–64 (FC 75:27). For a full investigation and discussion on Gregory and marriage 
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of Virginity is not to provide the reader with an elaborate cosmology in Trinitarian terms. 

Rather, the goal is to provide the background of marriage and virginity which, for 

Gregory, is established in the garden of Eden. In so doing, Gregory reveals his Trinitarian 

assumptions, yet does not do this in terms of polemic against his Trinitarian opponents. 

That style of writing is absent in this poem, yet Gregory discloses his thoughts on God 

because, even though God is not the center of his argument in this poem, it is difficult for 

Gregory to speak about creation without also mentioning the relationships and singular 

divine nature of the persons of the Trinity, even when he is not writing theological 

polemic. 

 Gregory composes a second major poem during his Cappadocian ministry which 

is a lengthy autobiographical reflection. Concerning His Own Affairs, written around 371, 

does not reveal much about Gregory’s Trinitarianism based upon creation.40 There are a 

few circumstances where he discusses the Trinity, which is expected, though this lament 

on the life of his late brother, Caesarios, provides nothing additional as far as my thesis is 

concerned. He does mention several times that Adam’s disobedience in the garden of 

Eden is the reason for the fall of humanity.41 Gregory concludes his hymn, downcast, 

calling upon God as the source of his strength. In his prayer, he names the Father as the 

unbegotten as well as the Father of the beginning, who is the Son. The imagery is much 

like his motif of theological light; that is, the Father is the light who shines upon Christ, 

                                                                                                                                                 

and virginity, see Sandy Lynn Haney, "Is Everybody Doing It? Marital Celibacy in the 

Cappadocians and Augustine” (PhD diss., Temple University, 2014).  

40 Gregory of Nazianzus, Carm. II.1.1 (FC 75:25–45). 

41 Ibid., Carm. II.1.1.383–85 (FC 75:37). 
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the great light, who exists in the image of the begetter. He also names the Spirit as the 

one who is the light of Gregory’s mind and who proceeds from the Father.42 

 Resting on the theme of creation and the role of the Son, Gregory provides an 

isolated and abstruse expression that has baffled many through the ages: “The sublime 

Word plays in all kinds of forms, judging His world as He desires, on this side and on 

that.”43 While Gregory’s exact wording is not clear to all scholars, the fascinating word-

picture is the Word of God at “play.” The idea is that the Word interacts with the 

creation, as the one who creates, as the Word so decides. In Maximus the Confessor’s 

commentary on Gregory’s poem he contends that the divine playing amounts to the 

Logos interacting with creation as a parent interacts with her or his children.44 Maximus’s 

suggestion(s) for this poem indicate(s) Gregory’s desire to highlight the Logos who is the 

                                                 

42 Ibid., Carm. II.1.1.624–31 (FC 75:45). 

43 Maximos the Confessor, The Ambigua, vol. 2, On Difficulties in the Church 

Fathers (Dumbarton Oakes Medieval Library 29:71) ed. and trans. Nicholas Constas 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014), 313. The Greek text reads: Παίζει 

γὰρ Λόγος αἰπὺς ἐν εἴδεσι παντοδαποῖσι, κρίνας, ὡς ἐθέλοι, κόσμον ἐὸν ἔνθα καὶ ἔνθα. 

Blowers presents an alternate translation: “For the Logos on high plays in all sorts of 

forms, mingling with his world here and there as he so desires,” in Paul M. Blowers, “On 

the ‘Play’ of Divine Providence in Gregory Nazianzen and Maximus the Confessor,” in 

Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus: Essays on History, Theology, and Culture, ed. 

Christopher A. Beeley (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 

2012), 200. Blowers includes the Greek text, and for his translation of “mingling” 

(“judging” in Constas) he provides κίρνας (κρίνας in Constas). While each translation 

carries a different meaning, Constas notes that it is clear from the manuscripts that 

Maximos had a version of the poem containing the word κρίνας, not κίρνας, in ibid., 372. 

Note that Maximos is here quoting Gregory, and so the version that Gregory read is most 

important. Blowers quotes from Patrologia Graeca, specifically Gregory of Nazianzus 

(Carm. I.2.2 in PG 37, 624–25). Constas also adds that a commentary on Gregory’s poem 

dating to the eighth century reads κρίνας. The evidence points to κρίνας in both contexts. 

Much of Blowers’s essay is based upon the former translation.  

44 Maximos the Confessor, The Ambigua (29:71), 325. 
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one who creates the world and who is both powerful and interactive, something which the 

Eunomians are not able to confess. 

 The last major poem I discuss here is Gregory’s Lamentation Concerning the 

Sorrows of His Own Soul.45 Since this poem assumes his parents are still living, it is 

logical to date this poem before their death.46 One of the aspects of Gregory’s cosmology 

that has not yet been discussed at length is his anthropology. At the beginning of this 

poem Gregory writes: “For truly man is the great God’s creature and image, from God 

proceeding, and to God returning again.”47 Gregory often writes of Christ as the image of 

God, but here concludes that humanity is the image of God.48 Gregory’s Cappadocian 

contemporaries, Basil and Nyssen, often conclude that humanity is created in the image 

of God based on the creation narrative in Genesis. Gregory writes that humanity comes 

forth from God, and returns to God. I do not wish to read too much into the later part of 

this statement, but one can assume that Christians are in mind here, either at their death or 

at the resurrection.49 This is the extent of Gregory’s cosmology in this poem, which is 

                                                 

45 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Man, “Lamentation Concerning the 

Sorrows of His Own Soul” Carm. II.1.45, 157–69. 

46 Ibid., Carm. I.2.45.209–26, 164–65. Since Gregory’s parents died in 374, this is 

reasonably dated as early as 372. 

47 Ibid., Carm. I.2.45.9–10, 157. Gregory repeats this claim in ibid., Carm. 

I.2.45.67, 159. 

48 As in ibid., Carm. I.2.45.31, 158, where Christ is the eternal image of the 

deathless Father. 

49 Ibid., Three Poems, “Concerning His own Affairs” Carm. II.1.1.546 (FC 

75:42). Gregory assumes that God is not the lot of everyone: “He formed us out of 

nothing, and when hereafter we are dissolved, he will put us together again and deliver us 
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expected, since it is not the subject of the hymn, and Gregory has not yet, at this point in 

his career, entered into the polemical arguments on the theology of the Trinity. 

 

The Trinity and Creation in Gregory’s Retirement Ministry 

 Gregory’s years in Constantinople mark out the most eventful times of his public 

ministry and life, and he composes an immense amount of writing during this time of 

preoccupation. After he leaves the Council of Constantinople in 381, he retreats to 

Cappadocia, not to take up a laconic or ascetic lifestyle, but to continue in local ministry 

in addition to an ambitious literary program. Gregory departs from the council 

demoralized and in haste, and so he feels the need to defend his theological position 

against those in the church, and those who, in Gregory’s opinion, are outside of the 

church. This section concerns the four orations that Gregory writes during his retirement 

ministry, his approximately 150 letters, and the many poems constructed during this time. 

I only draw attention to those works which are most appropriate to my thesis. 

 

Orations in Gregory’s Retirement Ministry 

 As far as his letters and poetry are concerned, Gregory’s retirement ministry is his 

most literarily-productive period of his life. Regarding his orations, he only writes four 

during this time, compared to his nineteen that he writes during his Cappadocian 

ministry, and twenty-one that he writes during his Constantinopolitan ministry. These 

four orations, especially the earliest one, carry with them the raw emotion that Gregory 

                                                                                                                                                 

to that other life, there to encounter either the fire of God or God the giver of light. 

Whether, finally, God be the lot of all, let us not here discuss.” Gregory adumbrates but 

does not endorse apokatastasis here. 
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reveals at length in his autobiographical letters during retirement. I examine all four 

orations, Or. 42–45, in search for connections between Gregory’s usage of the theme of 

creation and how he correlates it in with his Trinitarian polemic, which he continues to 

defend even in this retirement phase of his life.  

 Gregory writes Or. 42 shortly after his departure from the Council of 

Constantinople (381) most likely from Cappadocia during the same year. In it, he 

provides a defense for his Trinitarian thinking, often in creation terminology. Gregory 

describes the persons of the Trinity, insisting against Eunomian and Aetian doctrine, that 

the Father is ‘the One without beginning,’ the Son is ‘the Beginning,’ and the Holy Spirit 

is ‘the One who is with the Beginning.’50 Gregory’s doctrine sets the Father ‘first,’ yet 

Gregory distinguishes between the individual persons of the Trinity, and the common 

bond that unites the Trinity. The three are indivisible and share a common nature and 

common unity in the Father, yet among the three confusion must not exist. Gregory 

wishes to avoid the ‘Sabellian’ love of the one over against the three, making room for 

proper distinction, while at the same time not indulging in the ‘Arian’ three over against 

the one, avoiding separation.51 

                                                 

50 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 42.15, 147. Gregory later refers to the Father 

as ‘the beginning’ in ibid., Festal Orations, Or. 45.27, 187–88. 

51 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 42.16, 147–48. Gregory 

addresses the same concern the following year in ibid., Funeral Orations, Or. 43.30 (FC 

22:53): “Nor do we cure one evil by another, dissolving the impious contraction of 

Sabellius by a more impious separation and division. This was the disease of Arius, who 

gave his name to the madness, and who threw into confusion and brought to ruin a great 

part of the Church.” 
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 In drawing a distinction between ‘person’ and ‘nature,’ Gregory asserts that there 

are three hypostases, each of which possesses the fully divinity of the singular essence.52 

This is a helpful gradation, also drawn up at the Council of Constantinople (381), in 

attempting to grasp the three members of the Trinity, whom Gregory refers to as 

Unbegotten, Begotten, and the One who Proceeds.53 Gregory continues: “Let us speak of 

a creature as being ‘of God’—for that is a great thing when said of us, after all!—but 

never as being God,” affirming the high place of humanity created as an image of God, 

yet rejecting Arius’s idea that the Son, as mediator of creation, is a creation of the 

Father.54 In affirming the creaturliness of humanity, Gregory affirms that neither the Son 

nor the Father nor the Spirit are properly named as a creature, since the Son is God, is 

without beginning, and is not considered of the same stock as creatures.55 Gregory 

concludes his argument with one additional defense of Christ as an uncaused being, 

namely, that if the Father causes the Son to exist, then the Father is therefore greater in 

divinity than the Son. Since humans are caused, this would place the Son on the same 

                                                 

52 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 42.17, 148. ‘Οὐσια’ is here 

translated as ‘nature’ or ‘essence,’ and ‘πρόσωπα’ as ‘person.’ 

53 Ibid. 

54 Ibid. Gregory’s defense of the Trinity is tied up in polemical language against 

Arius and his followers, which itself is couched in cosmological terminology. 

55 Gregory is not here denying the humanity of Christ. His language is intentional 

in order to make a distinction between creature and the one who creates. In a different 

context Gregory refers to Christ as a creature, but in these contexts Gregory does not 

mean creature in the Arian sense of the word. Instead, by referring to Christ as a creature, 

Gregory is affirming the true humanity of Christ, who is also himself the one who 

creates, against the Apollinarians. For an example of Gregory’s other usage of the word 

“creature” as it pertains to Christ in the anti-Apollinarian context, see ibid., “In Praise of 

Virginity” in On God and Man, (Carm. I.1.1 in PG 37, 145–74), 94–95.   
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level of humans, according to Arius. Rather, Gregory writes that the Son is not caused but 

is eternal, and is indeed superior to humans in that Christ is the one who creates the world 

which includes humanity, in addition to the fact that the Son is of the same essence as the 

Father.56 This relatively detailed defense of his position is the first of its kind in his 

orations, up until this time, and except for his Constantinopolitan orations, which 

demonstrate this very clearly and forcefully.  

 In Or. 43 Gregory delivers his lengthy panegyric in memory of Basil of Caesarea, 

composed ca. 381 or 382. In this funeral oration, dedicated to Basil, Gregory recalls his 

life and ministry with Basil, and occasionally reveals some of his own Trinitarian 

opponents. In this circumstance the emperor Valens is the object of Gregory’s scorn, 

since he led the apostate; Gregory teaches, on the contrary, that there is one glory of the 

Father, who has an equal, with respect to Godhead, one begotten Son, and one Spirit who 

is equal in nature. In rejecting the nature of the Trinity, Gregory writes that the emperor 

Valens himself became an evil creature, placing the uncreated God on the same level as 

created things.57 Gregory highlights Valens as an enemy of both Basil and himself. 

 When Gregory writes that when he meditates upon Basil’s Hexaemeron that he 

understands the creation even more and praises the Creator as a result, he is 

                                                 

56 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 42.17, 149. 

57 Ibid., Funeral Orations, Or. 43.30 (FC 22:53). Valens is a homoian emperor 

who died at the battle of Adrianople in 378. For a review of Basil’s relationship with the 

emperor Valens, as recounted in this oration, see Raymond Van Dam, Becoming 

Christian: The Conversion of Roman Cappadocia (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 163–70. Van Dam is correct to conclude that there is a degree 

of legendary memory espoused by Gregory who is borderline sycophantic here, but to 

refer to him as the apocryphal Basil is an exaggeration, 170.  
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demonstrating the intended purpose of Basil’s work.58 There is a level of respect in 

Gregory writing this, since Gregory’s own cosmology departs from Basil’s 

straightforward biblical hermeneutic into a polemical and theological exegesis of 

creation. On another level, this reveals Gregory’s presuppositions regarding creation. 

That is, when Gregory’s reads Basil’s Hexaemeron he is directed (or, he thinks) not 

toward creation itself, but toward the Creator. Likewise, when Gregory writes that Basil’s 

doctrine of the Holy Spirit leads him toward a greater contemplation of God, he is 

showing honor to his late friend, since Gregory’s pneumatology is more explicit than 

Basil’s, which I demonstrate in the following chapter.59 Yet, when Gregory remarks on 

Basil’s exegetical works, Gregory affirms that in his own interpretation Gregory wishes 

to go beyond the literal and surface meaning into the deeper sense of Scripture.60 

 Gregory writes Or. 44, the sermon on the new Lord’s Day, or New Sunday, 

around 383. Gregory delivers the sermon on the first Sunday after Pascha which, in 

Gregory’s day, is also the same time as a festival in Caesarea which celebrates the shrine 

                                                 

58 Gregory of Nazianzus, Funeral Orations, Or. 43.67 (FC 22:85). See also Basil 

of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 9.6 (FC 46:150). Here Basil concludes his ninth 

homily with the expectation that after his audience hears his exhortation describing the 

days of creation, that they will rejoice in God. Gregory’s connection is intentional. 

59 Ibid., On the Holy Spirit, trans. Stephen M. Hildebrand (Yonkers, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011). 

60 Gregory of Nazianzus, Funeral Orations, Or. 43.67 (FC 22:85). Gregory also 

adds that Basil’s writings reveal the Trinity to Gregory, in ibid., Or. 43.72 (FC 22:91). 

Gregory’s own theology is not at variance with Basil’s, he simply uses it as a basis for his 

own Trinitarian thought. 



162 

of a local martyr, the semi-mythical shepherd St. Mamas.61 In this sermon Gregory knits 

together the biblical motifs of creation and redemption while at the same time artistically 

draws upon the meteorological signs of springtime. Depending on when one dates 

Gregory’s forty-fifth oration, it is possible that this is his final oration before his death ca. 

390. 

 Quite early in Gregory’s sermon he describes God as one who is without 

beginning and the one who shines in three ways.62 In writing that God is without 

beginning, Gregory is alluding to God as Creator, and if God is Creator, the Creator is not 

simultaneously a creature but rather the one who guides creation. In addition, Gregory 

draws a distinction between eternal creatures and lower creatures, and God is the light for 

each of them.63 But God did not display light in the beginning through natural means, but 

rather in a disembodied fashion unconnected with the sun.64 Gregory passes over the 

particulars of the days of creation in order to state that these things come through the 

Word of God not simultaneously, but rather asynchronously, by the voice and thought of 

the Word. Gregory writes this instead of giving a detailed account of the days of creation, 

                                                 

61 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, 155. For more on St. Mamas, his 

cult, and martyrium, see Limberis, Architects of Piety, 42–43. 

62 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 44.3, 156. Gregory is here 

noting that God shines in three ways because the Trinity is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

63 Ibid., Or. 44.3, 157. I take it that by ‘eternal creatures’ Gregory means angels. 

Even though angels are created beings, it is understandable for Gregory to distinguish 

them from the ‘lower creatures,’ human beings, since Gregory assumes the angels are 

‘eternal’ not in that they are uncreated, but that they exist for a period of unending 

duration. 

64 Ibid., Or. 44.4, 157. 
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like Basil’s Hexaemeron. As a result of the creation of humanity on the sixth day as well 

as the fall of humanity, Gregory writes that death is inevitable, followed by burial and 

resurrection, which leads to the new creation and, finally, in Gregory’s words, festival 

after festival. Gregory’s purpose is to integrate the theme of creation, with God as 

Creator, to the cycle and life of the practice of the church.65 

 Continuing with this theme, Gregory finds that the ‘eighth day’ of creation is the 

‘day’ of the beginning of the new creation, since the Creator ceased all creating on the 

seventh day, and the seven ‘days’ of the present world are completed before the new 

creation, the so-called ‘eighth day.’66 Gregory identifies the eighth day as the period of 

time following the present age—that is, the time from the creation of the world until the 

beginning of the new creation—which lasts seven days. The eighth day, Sunday, is the 

day of the resurrection of Christ, and the symbolic day of the beginning of the Christian’s 

future redemption. Gregory completes his sermon with a few words on St. Mamas, the 

                                                 

65 Ibid. 

66 Ibid., Or. 44.5, 158. Gregory recognizes the patristic trend here in reading the 

inscription of Pss 6 and 12 as ‘Concerning the eighth’ as opposed to the transliterated 

‘According to the Sheminith,’ which is a reference to the eighth mode, a reference to a 

musical performance. See Brian E. Daley’s translation of Nyssen’s homily on Ps 6 and 

the psalm itself, from the Hebrew and the LXX, in “Training for ‘the Good Ascent’: 

Gregory of Nyssa’s Homily on the Sixth Psalm” in In Dominico Eloquio = In Lordly 

Eloquence: Essays in Patristic Exegesis in Honor of Robert L. Wilken, ed. Paul M. 

Blowers et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), 191. Daley’s estimation is a likely 

scenario, but there is no way to know with certainty. Either the LXX translators identify 

the Hebrew and translate it literally as ‘eighth,’ but do not know what the term actually 

means or, alternatively, the best reading must be ‘concerning the eighth.’ I refer to the 

NRSV designation and translation here and throughout. For a take on Basil’s perspective 

on the eighth day, see Mario Baghos, “St Basil’s Eschatological Vision: Aspects of the 

Recapitulation of History and the ‘Eighth Day.’ ” Phronema 25 (2010): 85–103. 
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local martyr who is celebrated at the same time of year as the first Sunday after Easter. 

The newness of life that springs in meshes well with Gregory’s theme of new creation. 

 Gregory writes Or. 45 concerning the motif of Easter itself, and it is likely his last 

sermon, composed during Easter, 383. The oration overlaps several sections of his thirty-

eighth sermon, and contains valuable passages on Gregory’s thoughts concerning 

redemption that comes as a result through Christ. 67 He begins with the theme of 

resurrection, where death is destroyed, Adam is set aside, and the new is fulfilled, yet 

even to those who themselves are new creations, Gregory writes, they are to “be made 

new.”68 Gregory’s introduction to the sermon is written as if Christ is speaking to 

Gregory himself, as if Gregory is a prophet transcribing the words of Christ. 

 Returning to the image of Christ as the one who creates and who is related to the 

Father, Gregory describes the celestial nature of that which exists at the beginning of the 

creation of the world. As Gregory paints this picture, he writes that the light in the 

heavens is a reflection of the light that first came from Christ, and that light in turn comes 

from the Father, each of which are equally divine persons of the Trinity.69 All things 

which are illuminated, therefore, receive their light from the undivided light of the 

Trinity. That which pertains to God alone Gregory names as ‘theology,’ but that which 

                                                 

67 Or. 38.7–13 is repeated here in Or. 45.3–9 as well as Or. 38.14–15 in Or. 

45.26–27.  

68 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 45.1, 161. 

69 Ibid., Or. 45.2, 162. 
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includes the created world he calls ‘economy.’70 The economy, therefore, includes what 

God creates such as the heavens, the angelic beings, and everything that did not exist 

before the creation of the world.71 Of the created things, Gregory identifies three kinds: 

created immaterial beings, created material beings, and created material non-beings; the 

latter two are, according to Gregory, least like God.72 Yet it is only humans who are 

unique in that the Word makes human creatures with a visible and invisible nature, spirit, 

and flesh.73  

 Gregory maintains this example as he compares the human, who is both material 

and immaterial, to Christ, whom Gregory writes is created and uncreated, as it were: “O 

the new mixture! O the paradoxical blending! He who is comes into being, and the 

uncreated is created, and the uncontained is contained, through the interventions of the 

rational soul, which mediates between the divinity and the coarseness of flesh.”74 

Gregory is here contemplating the apparent mystery between divinity and humanity 

dwelling together in a single person.75 I take it that Gregory has in mind the thought of 

                                                 

70 Ibid., Or. 45.4, 164. 

71 Ibid., Or. 45.5, 165. 

72 Ibid., Or. 45.6, 165–66. 

73 Ibid., Or. 45.7, 166. 

74 Ibid., Or. 45.9, 169. 

75 To associate Gregory’s language with certain Alexandrians of the fifth century 

whom the churches deemed unacceptable is an error; instead it is better to view it in the 

line of those consistent with both Nicea (325) and Constantinople (381), the latter of 

which exemplifies Gregory’s Christology. The Definition of Chalcedon (451) assumes 

the orthodoxy of the ecumenical councils which come before: “following, then, the holy 

fathers…”  
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Apollinarius, who denies the full humanity of Christ. It is the most significant 

christological issue with which Gregory deals, and the timing of this oration, which is 

written in 383, matches the timeframe of Apollinarius’s condemnation at the Council of 

Constantinople (381).76 And so in this section Gregory uses his ongoing discussion on 

heaven and earth and the creation of the world, in order to underscore his Christology 

against that of the Apollinarians, which here remain unnamed, though this is Gregory’s 

usual practice. 

Gregory bases his dogmatic argument against Apollinarian thought in the creation 

account and the divine God. Creation and the fashioner of creation meet in the incarnated 

Christ, who is the one who creates the world before the incarnation, yet is, in a sense, part 

of the created world when he becomes a human and is born of the Virgin Mary.77 

Gregory’s theological enemy in this sermon is Apollinarius, and Gregory’s intrepid 

christological defense goes back to the garden of Eden in order to defend his view of 

                                                 

76 While the content of some of this oration exists also in Or. 38, written in 380, 

there existed both at that time and in 383, the Apollinarian concerns regarding 

Christology. While Susanna Elm’s “ ‘O Paradoxical Fusion!’ Gregory of Nazianzus on 

Baptism and Cosmology (Orations 38–40),” in Heavenly Realms and Earthly Realities in 

Late Antique Religions (eds. Ra’Anan S. Boustan and Annette Yoshiko Reed; 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 296–315, places this oration in the 

setting of Or. 38, she overlooks the fact that Gregory reuses these sections in Or. 45, and 

does not give proper attention to the Apollinarians in Gregory’s description of his own 

Christology. This is essential because much of Gregory’s theology is driven by his 

responses to his Trinitarian and christological opponents, both in the context in 380, and 

in the different retirement setting in 383. 

77 While Gregory writes that Christ is part of the creation, he is not here implying 

Christ is in any sense created as Arius and those who followed Arius’s teaching describe. 

This hearkens back to Athanasius’s depiction of Christ as part of the creation in 

Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 8, trans. John Behr (Yonkers, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 67. 
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Christ. Christ, for Gregory, is both the divine one who creates, yet he is part of the 

creation, as far as his humanity is concerned. Yet Gregory fully embraces the paradox, 

against Apollinarius, to defend a Christ who is the Son of the Father.78 

Gregory clearly addresses and fulminates against the errors he perceives in his 

enemies near the end of this sermon. He writes that the Father is ‘the Beginning’ who is 

timeless and has a Son who is not a rival God but, as Gregory describes, is also referred 

to as God.79 In referring to the Son as God, Gregory is not conflating the Father and the 

Son. Rather, he is explicitly writing against those who think in such a way, branding them 

as ‘heretics’ and impugning them for believing that though the Son is honored as God, 

the Son is confused with the Father.80 Gregory’s conclusion to his homily reveals more of 

his Christology than his Trinitarianism. For Gregory, it is necessary that the Word 

became a human so that the Word might die for the sake and benefit of humanity, and at 

the same time to claim equality of nature with God, for only God can overcome sin.81 

Gregory’s argument for a truly human Christ is necessary because on the one hand 

                                                 

78 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 45.13, 172–73.  

79 Ibid., Or. 45.27, 187–88. See also ibid., Or. 45.19, 180, where Gregory writes 

that the ‘blood of God’ is shed on the cross upon his death. See also ibid., Gregory of 

Nazianzus, Or. 42.15, 147, where Gregory will also refer to the Son as ‘the Beginning.’ 

80 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 45.28, 188. Likewise, those who 

‘wrongly divide’ and ‘separate’ the Son from the Father, are also called heretics by 

Gregory. The former refers to different kinds of Sabellianism, the latter to Arius and 

those who followed certain degrees of his teaching. 

81 Ibid., Or. 45.28, 188. Gregory echoes Athanasius here when he writes that the 

Son needed to take on flesh as a human and die on behalf of all of humanity. Athanasius 

writes that the Word needs to become human and die on behalf of all humans in order to 

reverse their corruption; Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 9, 69; 10, 71. 
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humans are created, but on the other hand Christ is the one who creates the world, and so 

the one who creates becomes part of the creation without at the same time existing as a 

creature in the divine sense.82 

 

Letters in Gregory’s Retirement Ministry 

 Gregory’s retirement ministry is a fruitful literary period of his life as far as his 

letters are concerned. While most of them lack the polemical power that is present in his 

Constantinopolitan orations, they are candid expressions of his opinions and fundamental 

theological positions. Several of these letters are explicitly polemical and are written 

against his Trinitarian and christological opponents. This period in his life permits 

Gregory the opportunity to contemplate his Constantinopolitan career in a way that 

provides a kind of security that is not available to him in his public and mainstream 

ministry. The time of Gregory’s immediate retirement from Constantinople up until the 

year 383 becomes a productive stage of his life with reference to his literary 

correspondence. Nevertheless, most of those letters are brief, are ecclesiastical in nature, 

and discuss neither theology, creation, nor his Trinitarian opponents, except in broad 

strokes and only in passing. Gregory’s Ep. 101 is a marked contrast. In it, he addresses 

the priest, Cledonius, who acts as Gregory’s deputy while Gregory who, for health 

                                                 

82 Gregory seizes this theme when he writes of Christ: “apprehended as Word and 

contemplated as human, you uphold all things, binding them by the Word of your 

power!” in Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 45.30, 190. 
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reasons, visits a spa at Xanxaris.83 In this letter Gregory defends the full humanity of 

Christ to Cledonius, who acts as Gregory’s ecclesiastical representative, against the 

followers of Apollinarius who hold that Christ’s mind is not human but is only divine. 

 As I mention above, Gregory finds in Christ the perfect God-man who is the one 

who creates the world, yet participates in creation when he is born of the Virgin Mary 

and lives three decades during the first century. Gregory’s polemic against the followers 

of Apollinarius takes the form of a paradox in which the one who creates mysteriously 

coexists with the human in one person, “our Lord and God,” who at the beginning is pre-

eternal, existing before the creation of the world, but later becomes a human for the 

salvation of humanity, both earthly (human) and heavenly (divine), finite (born) and 

infinite (eternal Son of the Father), who possess a true mind which is both human and 

divine.84 By insisting that Christ did not come down from heaven already enfleshed, but 

rather that he takes on flesh at the incarnation, Gregory necessitates the true humanity in 

Christ.85 Gregory’s rationale for this position hearkens back to the garden of Eden.86 For 

Gregory, salvation requires that Christ is not only truly divine, but also a true human.  

                                                 

83 Ibid., Ep. 101 in On God and Christ: The Five Theological Orations and Two 

Letters to Cledonius, trans. Frederick Williams and Lionel Wickham (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 155–72. The brief introduction to these letters 

summarizes the context. 

84 Ibid., Ep. 101.4, 156. Gregory names in this very letter these two “things” as 

‘natures’ in ibid., Ep. 101.5, 157, in accordance with the creed from the Council of 

Constantinople, composed merely one or two years earlier in 381. 

85 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Ep. 101.5, 158. 

86 Gregory argues that true and complete salvation for humans requires a God-

man who is truly and completely (divine and) human: “Had half Adam fallen, what was 
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 Against his opponents’ thinking, Gregory contends that it is no contradiction to 

contain two things in one, even though, for example, a quart cannot fit into a pint. 

However, one human person contains both soul, reason, and mind, and so the entire 

created order has, as it were, room for the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.87 Likewise, 

Gregory writes, the one person of Christ is both human and divine simultaneously. While 

some consider this argument as christological rather than a Trinitarian, nevertheless 

Christ is the center of the argument, and while there are other writings of Gregory that 

stress to a higher importance Christ as the one who creates, Christ here is the “second 

Adam.” That is, at the beginning of creation, Adam, the first human, represents the 

falling of humanity in whole—that is, the fact that all of Adam fell. Thus, Christ is able to 

save humanity because Christ assumed all of that which fell in Adam.88 

 A few years later Gregory writes a second letter to Cledonius in which he recalls 

the begottenness of the Son as occurring from the Father, and in distinction to what 

happened by the Virgin Mary in the first century. Thus, Christ’s begottenness from the 

Father cannot occur in creation (as through the Virgin Mary), but before creation, since 

that which happens from the Father here is described in distinction to that which 

                                                                                                                                                 

assumed and is being saved would have been half too; but if the whole fell he is united to 

the whole of what was born and is being saved wholly,” in ibid., Ep. 101.5, 158. Gregory 

adds that the belief of the followers of Apollinarius is also found in the Arians; that is, a 

Christ without a human soul, in ibid., Ep. 101.5, 158. 

87 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Ep. 101.6, 159. 

88 Ibid., Ep. 101.8, 160–61. 
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happened in the Virgin Mary.89 Gregory’s subtle reference to Christ as the one who is 

begotten is an indirect reference to Christ as the one who creates, since Christ is begotten 

of the Father not in creation (Christ is born of the Virgin Mary within creation), but 

before—outside of—creation, and the Son’s begottenness, for Gregory, can only be 

understood in terms of being begotten of the same essence as the Father. In short, the 

birth of Christ is contrasted with the begottenness of Christ. That is, the birth of Christ 

demonstrates that Christ is a true human, not created, but born, and the begottenness of 

Christ demonstrates that he is truly divine, but not created or born, but begotten and the 

one who creates. 

Gregory composes Ep. 202 to Nectarius of Constantinople, the archbishop of 

Constantinople who succeeds Gregory, and who remains in that see until beyond 

Gregory’s death. Gregory acknowledges many different kinds of theological views and 

proponents of these kinds of theological position which are contrary to the conclusions of 

the Council of Constantinople (381), including Arius, Eudoxius, the Macedonians, 

Eleusius, and Eunomius; he writes that the Apollinarians are the biggest liability of them 

                                                 

89 Ibid., Ep. 102.2, 167. Here Gregory refers to the addition of the Holy Spirit to 

the creed, and it is not clear whether he is referring to Nicea (325) or Constantinople 

(381). Gregory describes the addition: “the addition to the article on the Holy Spirit of 

which they left out, because the point was not mooted then: because recognizing, as we 

do, the Holy Spirit too as God, we must acknowledge Father, Son and Holy Spirit as of 

one Godhead,” Ep. 102.1, 167. Gregory is indirectly referencing that the section on the 

Holy Spirit at Nicea (325) is incomplete, which is true, but more likely he is referring to 

the event that, at the time of Gregory’s writing, happened just a few years ago. That is, 

that the creed at the Constantinople (381) did not include the homoousios of the Holy 

Spirit, as Gregory demanded. Williams disagrees (171), and refers to this as a dubious 

reference to the Council of Constantinople (381), yet he gives no rationale. The context, 

however, supports Gregory’s quote as referring to Constantinople (381).   
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all to the church.90 In this letter Gregory vilifies Apollinarius and describes the contents 

of a pamphlet that he receives, written by Apollinarius, which surpasses “all heretical 

gravity,” upon which Gregory denotes his own understanding of Christ, defined in 

indirect reference to creation.91 The indirect reference is twofold: first, Gregory names 

Christ as the only-begotten Son. While this is a Johannine reference, Gregory most 

certainly means it not as a reference to John’s gospel, but to the idea that Christ is 

begotten of the Father before all time—that is, that Christ comes forth from the Father 

before creation, which is understood in distinction to Arius and his followers, who hold 

that Christ is not the Creator of all, but is rather a creation of the Father. Second, 

according to Gregory, Apollinarius contends that Christ has flesh before the incarnation 

and before creation, yet Gregory defends his own conclusion that Christ takes on flesh 

only at the incarnation in the midst of creation, not outside of it.92 Gregory’s defense of 

Christ as the one who is begotten before and outside of creation and the one in whom 

flesh and full humanity is added after, not before creation, is certainly to bolster his own, 

orthodox faith, and to denigrate that of Apollinarius. 

 

Poetry in Gregory’s Retirement Ministry 

 Of the three major periods of ministry in Gregory’s life that I highlight in this 

dissertation, Gregory is most poetically-prolific during his retirement years in Nazianzus, 

                                                 

90 Ibid., Ep. 202 in Christology of the Later Fathers, ed. Edward R. Hardy 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1954), 230. 

91 Ibid., Ep. 202, 231. 

92 Ibid. 
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from 381 until his death. There is much in Gregory’s poetry regarding theological 

substance, including many applicable Trinitarian and creation themes. In this section I 

emphasize Gregory’s poems as they relate to these themes, and I underscore Gregory’s 

theological polemic when it is evident. In this section I discuss the following poems: De 

vita sua (Carm. II.1.11), Complaint Concerning His Own Calamities (Car. II.1.19), On 

Silence at the Time of Fasting (Carm. II.1.34), eight poems of the Poemata Arcana, listed 

as I examine them, Against Apollinarius (Carm. I.1.10), On the Incarnation of Christ 

(Carm. I.1.11), and a few other less-significant poems. 

 Gregory writes his lengthy poem, De vita sua, following his ministry in 

Constantinople and, at many times, he vindicates the rationale of his ministry in the 

capital. As such, one can expect theological polemic and argument against his opponents 

in Constantinople and at the Council of Constantinople (381).93 Of all of Gregory’s 

poetry, this singular poem contains the most biographical as well as theological 

information, especially as it pertains to his life and thinking during his Constantinopolitan 

career. While this poem contains useful information about Gregory’s early life, the 

majority of it is dedicated to his time in Constantinople. In this section I focus only on 

those matters that pertain to my thesis. 

 After providing some background information on his time in Athens and 

Alexandria, Gregory recalls how he is summoned to Constantinople as a vigilant witness 

sent to stymie the teachings of Arius who, according to Gregory, taught that “the Trinity 

                                                 

93 While Denis Molaise Meehan translated Gregory’s De vita sua in Three Poems, 

“Concerning His Own Life,” 238–64 (FC 75:84), I refer to Caroline White’s more-recent 

Greek-English diglot in Gregory of Nazianzus, Autobiographical Poems, trans. Caroline 

White (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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should not be worshipped.”94 As Gregory introduces the reader to his other opponents at 

Constantinople, the Apollinarians, he defends Christ with respect to creation: Christ is the 

one who is from his Father, God, but is outside of creation and time, and has a nature like 

unto God; Christ is also the one who is from his mother, the Virgin, and is inside of 

creation and time, and has a nature that is like unto Adam; therefore, Christ is not merely 

a divine being but is also one who possesses full humanity, and this fullness pertains to 

all aspects of his human nature.95 

 Gregory writes extensively about Maximus the Cynic, who serves as archbishop 

of Constantinople immediately before Gregory, though he focuses so much on 

disparaging Maximus that he does not discuss theological concerns.96 After transitioning 

to his opponents, Gregory lists the tendencies of certain theological enemies, among 

whom are the followers of Macedonius, who attribute the Spirit alone to creation, and the 

Arians, who add “the Son to the Spirit.”97 Gregory does not usually enter into his 

theological and creation-themed rhetoric unless he is discussing the beliefs of his 

opponents at length. He may mention, for example, the fall of Adam or the creation of the 

world in passing and, if he is not contextually rebuking his opponents, he will not make 

the typical connection between Trinity and creation. In other words, Christ as the one 

                                                 

94 Gregory of Nazianzus, Autobiographical Poems, “Concerning His Own Life,” 

55, Carm. II.1.11, PG 37, 579. 

95 Ibid., 57–61, Carm. II.1.11, PG 37, 607–51. 

96 Ibid., 67–93, Carm. II.1.11, PG 37, 728–1112. 

97 Ibid., 99, Carm. II.1.11, PG 37, 1180–81. Gregory means that the Arians not 

only attribute the Son to creation but, like the Macedonians, attribute the Spirit to creation 

as well. 
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who creates is not Gregory’s sole thought when he discusses creation; instead, Gregory 

evokes Christ as the one who creates when he seeks to make his own argument about the 

Trinity against his opponents—when he does this, he discusses the relationship of Christ 

to creation. 

 In Gregory’s melancholic and depressing poem, Complaint Concerning His Own 

Calamities, Gregory briefly identifies the Apollinarians once again, and he describes 

them as those who do not hold to correct doctrine which is, according to Gregory, the 

belief that the Son of God is part of creation and is above it. More specifically, Christ is 

“God,” and Christ takes “shape” as part of the created order in the human womb of his 

mother, the Virgin Mary, and thus possesses human form and a human soul.98 Since the 

poem is more of a reflection on Gregory and lacks a polemical tone, theological rhetoric 

from creation regarding the Trinity is absent. The same dynamics occur in Gregory’s On 

Silence at the Time of Fasting, in which Gregory writes during his ascetic forty-day vow 

of silence in 382. In it, Gregory describes himself as a creation which enigmatically 

possesses a form which is combined with the “heavenly” to create a mixture so that he is 

at once both mortal and immortal.99 The language is indeed very esoteric, and while it 

sounds like an early fifth-century Christian trying to describe Christ, this is Gregory’s 

                                                 

98 Ibid., “Complaint Concerning His Own Calamities” 161, Carm. II.1.19, PG 37, 

70–71. 

99 Ibid., “On Silence at the Time of Fasting” 171, Carm. II.1.34, PG 37, 83–87. 

Elsewhere, Gregory describes “the world” (a reference to humanity) as both heavenly and 

earthly, in ibid., On the Precariousness of Human Nature in On God and Man, 130 

(Carm. I.2.12 in PG 37, 754). 
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attempt to describe his own theosis in light of the “shining Trinity.”100 Perhaps Gregory is 

anticipating christological language of fifty years in the future. This poetic context is 

comparable to Gregory’s example in a different poem in which Gregory’s personal 

mixture, the first mixture, is condemned in the garden of Eden because of the fall of 

humanity; in Christ is the second mixture who is the singular one who contains two 

natures: the first, God, the second, “created later with us.”101 It is advantageous to couple 

the language with Gregory’s previous attempts to speak against the Apollinarians in order 

to aid in contextual meaning and understanding. That is, since Gregory, as a Christian, 

has two “parts” to him, Christ, too, as the Son of God and the one born of the Virgin 

Mary, must also have two aspects to him, each of which are genuine and true, though 

Gregory refrains from using or implying the concept of ‘parts.’102  

 A very helpful translation with a critical text and commentary is Sykes’s Poemata 

Arcana, written at the end of Gregory’s life, after Constantinople, which contains eight 

poems that reveal much of Gregory’s theological thought.103 While many of Gregory’s 

                                                 

100 Gregory of Nazianzus, Autobiographical Poems, “On Silence at the Time of 

Fasting” 171, Carm. II.1.34, PG 37, 78. 

101 Ibid., “In Praise of Virginity” in On God and Man, 94–95  (Carm. I.1.1 in PG 

37, 145–74).  

102 Andrew Hofer, in Christ in the Life and Teaching of Gregory of Nazianzus 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 114, notes that Gregory’s language is in 

contradistinction to the Apollinarians, but he fails to draw the connection between 

Gregory’s examples and Gregory’s theological polemic regarding creation and the Trinity 

as a connected theme for the purpose of speaking against his theological opponents. 

103 Gregory of Nazianzus, Poemata Arcana, ed. Claudio Moreschini; trans. D. A. 

Sykes (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). This volume contains the following 

eight poems: “On First Principles” (Carm. I.1.1, PG 37, 397–401); “On the Son,” (PG 37; 
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autobiographical poems allow one to construct Gregory’s thoughts about his past, they do 

not necessarily reveal his theological conclusions as well as in other poems. The poems 

collected in the Poemata Arcana, however, allow one to construct a poetical theology. I 

discuss the poems as they relate to Gregory’s polemical themes of Trinity and creation.104 

 In the first poem of Poemata Arcana, On First Principles, Gregory makes a clear 

distinction between the persons of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who are each 

God, and who are each not the other.105 There is an underlying anti-Arian line of thought 

                                                                                                                                                 

Carm. I.1.2, 401–8); “On the Spirit” (Carm. I.1.3, PG 37, 408–15); “On the Universe” 

(Carm. I.1.4, PG 37, 415–23); “On Providence” (Carm. I.1.5, PG 37, 424–29); “On 

Rational Natures” (Carm. I.1.7, PG 37, 438–46); “On the Soul” (Carm. I.1.8, PG 37, 

446–56); and “On the Testaments and the Coming of Christ” (Carm. I.1.9, PG 37, 456–

64). Sykes argues that Gregory writes the eight poems around 381 or 382, 66–67. 

104 There are several other English translations of some of the poems in the 

Poemata Arcana, most notably in ibid., On God and Man. Gilbert mentions in his 

introduction to the book that his translations are not based upon the critical text, but 

rather the text in Migne (Patrologia Graeca, ed. J.-P. Migne, 162 vols., Paris, 1857–

1886). Gilbert, in his 2001 publication, should have used Moreschini and Sykes’s critical 

text of the Poemata Arcana, published in 1997. By using the text provided by A. B. 

Caillau from 1840 and reprinted in Migne in Gregorii Nazianzeni opera omnia, vol. 2, 

trans. A. B. Caillau (Paris: Maurist Edition, 1840), Gilbert provides the title of poem 1 in 

the Poemata Arcana, Περὶ τοῦ Πατρὸς, includes the Latin title, De Patre, and renders it 

in English as “On the Father,” in Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Man, 37. An 

examination of the critical apparatus in Moreschini and Sykes’s edition reveals that the 

more probable manuscript reading is περὶ ἀρχῶν, which is translated into English in 

Moreschini and Sykes as “On First Principles.” Gilbert’s rendering is more accurate as to 

the content of the poem, but if one prefers the more difficult reading, the critical majority 

prevails and is relevant as an introduction to Gregory’s poems which are structured after 

Origen’s famous work, On First Principles, trans. G. W. Butterworth (Notre Dame: Ave 

Maria, 2013). 

105 Gregory of Nazianzus, “On First Principles,” in Poemata Arcana, 3–5 (Carm. 

I.1.1, PG 37, 397–401). The title “On First Principles,” is not as clean-cut of a title as one 

would desire. That is, this poem does not necessarily serve as a prolegomena to the other 

seven poems. Instead, the title hearkens back to Origen’s theological work of the same 

name; this poem, specifically, discusses the relationship of the Son and the Spirit to the 

Father. Thus, as a distinct poem on the Son and the Spirit, it is correct to understand this 
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behind this poem; the only-begotten Son, while from the Father, is the founder of the 

universe, equal in Godhead to the Father and the Spirit. This first poem serves as a kind 

of introduction to the Poemata Arcana both in theology and in substance. That is, the 

Poemata Arcana discusses Christian thought, specifically that which concerns the 

persons of the Trinity. The indirect references to creation hint at an anti-Arian polemic. 

This specific rhetoric peaks during Gregory’s Constantinopolitan orations. 

 Gregory begins his second poem, On the Son, in this series, describing the eternal 

nature of the Father.106 The Son is therefore the only-begotten Son of the Father—

                                                                                                                                                 

poem as informing the reader about the Father. To support my view I suggest that 

Gregory uses book 1 of Origen’s On First Principles as a guide for the outlining of these 

eight poems. Origen’s eight sections of On First Principles: The Father; Christ; The Holy 

Spirit; Loss, or Falling Away; Rational Natures; The End or Consummation; Things 

Corporeal and Incorporeal; and The Angels, correspond well with Gregory’s poems 

(though Gregory does not use Loss, or Falling Away, The End or Consummation, or 

Things Corporeal and Incorporeal as a direct corollary) in Origen, On First Principles. 

106 Gregory of Nazianzus, “On the Son,” in Poemata Arcana, 5–11 (Carm. I.1.2, 

PG 37, 401–8). A cursory reading of Gregory’s opening lines here assumes that Gregory 

is borderline-Arian. However, this is not the case as even though Gregory does 

emphasize the Father as the one without which nothing exists in ibid., 5 (Carm. I.1.2, PG 

37, 402) and, previously, that it is the Father who is without beginning in ibid., 3 (Carm. 

I.1.1, PG 37, 400), he also states that the Son is “timeless” in ibid., 5 (Carm. I.1.2, PG 37, 

402). Therefore, to conclude that the Son is created before creation but is the one who 

creates other things is a mischaracterization of Gregory. For Gregory, the Father is 

“progenitor” (ibid., 7 [Carm. I.1.2, PG 37, 404]), and the Son is “sprung” (ibid., 5 [Carm. 

I.1.2, PG 37, 402]) from the Father; this begetting takes place timelessly, and the Son 

exists alongside the Father who is without beginning (ibid., 7 [Carm. I.1.2, PG 37, 403]). 

For a different view from the other Cappadocian Fathers as espoused by Andrew Radde-

Gallwitz, see his work Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, and the Transformation of 

Divine Simplicity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 113–42. However, from 

Gregory’s perspective, Gregory errs on the side of the Father’s eternal preexistence over 

against the Son’s, even though he holds to the Son’s, because of his belief that the Father 

is cause and origin of the Son, understood in an eternal sense, so that the Son is at once 

generated from the progenitor, the Father is prior to the Son (eternally), offspring of God, 

who is, along with the Son, everlasting, in Gregory of Nazianzus (Poemata Arcana, 7 

[Carm. I.1.2, PG 37, 403–4]).  
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begotten, not created. Gregory firmly distinguishes between begotten and created, 

because the Arians, specifically the Eunomians, hold that the Son is created by the 

Father, but Gregory holds that the Son is not a creature; indeed, “the Son is not God, if he 

has been created.”107 Gregory reasons that it is not possible that Christ is both created and 

the one who creates, since if he is created by the Father before creation, then, as a 

creation, he becomes inferior to the creation, since the Son is then brought into existence 

for the sake of creation.108 Gregory returns to his theme of ‘created’ (in a different 

sense)/‘one who creates’ when he describes Christ’s humanity juxtaposed with his 

divinity: “He was mortal, yet God, of the seed of David, but still the moulder of Adam’s 

form.”109  

Throughout this poem, Gregory’s tone is polemical and his substance is anti-

Eunomian. Whether or not his opponents actually read his works, his audience is 

nevertheless his opponents.110 If, however, Gregory’s intended audience of this poem is 

not his opponents but Christians, this poem then functions as an apology, a theological 

statement addressed to Gregory’s opponents with intended Christian readership in order 

to encourage them in their Christian faith. Gregory espouses his Trinitarian and 

                                                 

107 Gregory of Nazianzus “On the Son,” in Poemata Arcana, 7 (Carm. I.1.2, PG 

37, 405). 

108 Ibid., 9 (Carm. I.1.2, PG 37, 405–6). 

109 Ibid., (Carm. I.1.2, PG 37, 406). This poem is likely not written against the 

Apollinarians, since the primary subject matter of this poem revolves around the divinity 

of Christ, thus, it is anti-Eunomian, as opposed to centering on the humanity of Christ 

and, as a result, anti-Apollinarian. 

110 A straightforward reading assumes that his opponents are his audience, since 

he specifically addresses on several fronts those who oppose his teaching. 
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christological convictions in this poem, and so this lends credence to the idea that this 

poem is addressed not merely to the Eunomians but also against Apollinarianism. If, 

however, it is addressed to the Eunomians, which is likely the case, he makes a clear 

statement for the eternality of Christ as the one who creates, and who makes the world 

and is part of it. 

In On the Spirit, Gregory’s third poem in this Poemata Arcana, Gregory adds to 

his proposition from the first poem, that the Holy Spirit is fully divine.111 His audience is 

likely the Eunomians once again, since they reject not only the divinity of the Son but 

also the Spirit. However, the Macedonians, who hold a more moderate position, also 

reject the full divinity of the Spirit, so while the primary audience is probably the 

Eunomians in this poem, the Macedonians are likely the secondary recipients. The idea 

that this is an apology is again on the table, but it is not likely. 

In defending the full divinity of the Spirit, Gregory uses an analogy from the 

Genesis creation narrative. The analogy is that since Seth and Eve each originate from 

Adam, albeit in different ways (Seth is born and Eve is from Adam’s side), each of them 

are equally human.112 Likewise, the Son is begotten of the Father and the Spirit proceeds 

the Father, yet each is equally divine. The analogy offers further clarification and 

meaning for the link between creation and the Trinity because the Genesis narrative is the 

prototypical scriptural example of the creation narrative to explain the divine reality. 

                                                 

111 Ibid., “On the Spirit,” in Poemata Arcana, 11–15 (Carm. I.1.3, PG 37, 408–

15). 

112 Ibid., 13 (Carm. I.1.3, PG 37, 4411). Gregory uses this example in his oration 

against the Eunomians and Macedonians in Constantinople in 380, in ibid., On God and 

Christ, Or. 31.11, 124–25. 
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Thus, Gregory uses the creation narrative to defend the divinity of the Trinity over 

against his opponents. 

Gregory’s fourth poem in the Poemata Arcana, On the Universe, reveals a 

relatively extended poem on the creation of the world.113 Typically he begins his 

discussion on creation with God and polemics: “Let us celebrate creation by the mighty 

God, opposing lying opinions with contending argument. There is one God.”114 Gregory 

introduces a rare Manichean polemic when he writes against the belief that the creation 

has no origin, so that evil and darkness exist alongside God in eternity, which Gregory 

repudiates.115 Instead, he writes, the world is brought into existence by the Word of God, 

and the world is only a created product brought into existence by the Trinity.116 

Gregory’s discussion on creation and the Trinity is not anti-heretical. Instead, the only 

contentious belief he addresses is that of Manicheanism. Still, Gregory arrives at his 

polemical conclusion not with cosmology, per se, but with a Christian, theological 

cosmology with God as the source. 

 In his fifth poem in the Poemata Arcana, On Providence, Gregory connects the 

themes previously mentioned, Trinity and creation, and describes how God acts in this 

                                                 

113 Ibid., “On the Universe,” in Poemata Arcana, 17–23 (Carm. I.1.4, PG 37, 

415–23). 

114 Ibid., 17 (Carm. I.1.4, PG 37, 415). 

115 Ibid., (Carm. I.1.4, PG 37, 417). 

116 Ibid., “On the Universe,” in Poemata Arcana, 19 (Carm. I.1.4, PG 37, 420). 
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world.117 The point that Gregory makes in this poem, against a broad range of theological 

opponents, much of which is contained in Neoplatonic philosophy—or anyone who 

rejects the Christian doctrine of providence—is that God is in control of the universe and 

all of its elements, so that events in the world do not occur by happenstance, but rather 

under the direction of God. More specifically, it is the Word of God who guides the 

universe according to the Word’s will and discretion.118 The connection, for Gregory, is 

between the world which is described in poem 4 of the Poemata Arcana, and the God 

who creates the world, who is described in the first three poems of the Poemata Arcana. 

 In the sixth poem, On Rational Natures, Gregory describes those creatures with 

rational natures, namely, humans and angels.119 In it Gregory outlines the various kinds 

of rational creatures created by the Trinity: humans, angels, angels who fell, and Lucifer. 

Gregory’s discussion about those rational creatures that are made by God does not 

progress his theological polemic, nor does it advance his robust Trinitarian thinking. 

Instead, this poem serves to call attention to the connection between those rational and 

created beings, and their source. Like the world which is created and sustained by God, 

these rational creatures find their origin in God, and all rational creatures are maintained 

according to God’s will. 

                                                 

117 Ibid., “On Providence,” in Poemata Arcana, 23–27  (Carm. I.1.5, PG 37, 424–

29). 

118 Ibid., “On Providence,” in Poemata Arcana, 25 (Carm. I.1.5, PG 37, 426). 

119 Ibid., “On Rational Natures,” in Poemata Arcana, 27–33 (Carm. I.1.7, PG 37, 

438–46). 
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 The longest poem in the Poemata Arcana, On the Soul, is the seventh and most-

detailed poem about the creation and constitution of humanity.120 With the lack of a clear 

recipient for Poems 4–7, it is appropriate to conclude that they have an apologetic tone to 

them. More specifically, while the first several poems are polemical in nature, with clear 

opponents in mind, these latter poems serve not only to reveal Gregory’s broader 

cosmology (apart from distinctively Trinitarian concerns), but to make known a more 

comprehensive system of thought which supports God as Creator, sustainer, and the one 

who wills both events, humans, and other rational creatures in the world. In this midst of 

this presentation, Gregory envisages the pre-creation relationship and circumstances upon 

which the Father and the Son decide to create the world.121 All three persons of the 

Trinity are present, with the Father instructing the Word to structure the world, upon 

which the Father infused the Spirit upon the newly-formed earth, creating that earth and 

the first human.122 From here, Gregory illustrates the dual components of this first 

human, the earthly and the divine, in his words, so that one bears to mind his previous 

language of the two components of both himself (mortal and immortal) and Christ (defied 

and deifying).123 

 In the eighth and final poem in the Poemata Arcana, On the Testaments and the 

Coming of Christ, Gregory discusses the coming of Christ as well as the unity of the Old 

                                                 

120 Ibid., “On the Soul,” in Poemata Arcana, 33–41 (Carm. I.1.8, PG 37, 446–56).   

121 Ibid., 37 (Carm. I.1.8, PG 37, 451–52).   

122 Ibid.,  (Carm. I.1.8, PG 37, 452).   

123 Ibid.,  (Carm. I.1.8, PG 37, 452);  ibid., 171 (Carm. II.1.34, PG 37, 83–87); 

ibid., Festal Orations Or. 45.9, 169. 
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and New Testaments.124 In this poem Gregory supports the Christian notion that the Old 

Testament or, the narrative of the Old Testament, requires a New Testament. In recalling 

the story, Gregory begins with Adam in the garden of Eden, who falls because of the 

tempting by another creature, the serpent, and who is in need of a second Adam for 

redemption. The second Adam, Christ, is born to a human mother, is without a natural 

human father, and is sanctified by the Holy Spirit; Christ has two natures: one nature 

from God, and the other from and for humanity—the second Adam existing for the 

purpose of healing the first.125 

 Gregory’s Poemata Arcana is filled with theological discussion in which he 

untangles the apparent misconceptions regarding the persons of the Trinity and the nature 

and purpose of the creation. His theological poems have a polemical tone in which he 

defends Trinitarian thought against those who deny it. In his cosmology he reveals that 

there is an inseparable connection between the Creator and the creation, and the purpose 

of the coming of the one who creates in time. When Gregory discusses the Trinity here, 

he painstakingly defends the Trinity in creation terminology. Reciprocally, when Gregory 

discusses creation, he always links it with the Creator, but not necessarily always with a 

                                                 

124 Gregory of Nazianzus, “On the Testaments and the Coming of Christ,” in 

Poemata Arcana, 41–47 (Carm. I.1.9, PG 37, 456–64). 

125 Ibid., 45 (Carm. I.1.9, PG 37, 460–61). Gregory’s examples of the two natures 

bring to mind, once again, his discussion of ‘mixture,’ but also simultaneously reveal his 

Christology as well as his soteriology. 
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polemical bent. For Gregory, the Trinity recalls creation for polemical reasons, and 

creation itself recalls the Trinity, for both apologetic and polemical purposes.126 

 Shortly after completing the Poemata Arcana, Gregory writes two short poems, 

probably during 383, against the Apollinarians, who became troublesome for Gregory. 

The first of these, “Against Apollinarius,” presents an obviously anti-Apollinarian 

Christology whereby Christ is the one who is co-eternal with the Father, the possessor of 

full humanity, and the one who creates all things.127 Gregory defends his view of Christ 

by presenting the rationale for the incarnation—that Christ came as God and as a human 

to save the entire human person through the cross, after the first human person, Adam, 

tarnished God’s original creation—so that those who read this poem—Apollinarians or 

not—reform their way of thinking about Christ.128 Gregory’s argument for a Christ who 

is both truly divine and truly human focuses on the full humanity of Christ, especially 

that he possesses a human mind, since Apollinarius rejects this. His argument is 

                                                 

126 It is appropriate to study the eight poems together, since there is a unity of 

themes amongst them, as well as a unity in the manuscript tradition. I note that the 

manuscript tradition does not guarantee a poetic or thematic unity of the whole, nor does 

it guarantee that they are written or compiled as a unity. For a careful introduction to the 

textual tradition of the Poemata Arcana, see ibid., ix–xx. For a helpful introduction to 

this series of poems, see Brian E. Daley, “Systematic Theology in Homeric Dress: 

Poemata Arcana” in Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus, 3–12. 

127 Gregory of Nazianzus, “Against Apollinarius,” in On God and Man, 81 (Carm. 

I.1.10, PG 37, 465–66). 

128 For, “what has not been assumed does not get saved,” ibid, 82 (Carm. I.1.10, 

PG 37, 468). Gregory writes this same notion in his Ep. 101 during the same year: “The 

unassumed is the unhealed, but what is united with God is also being saved” in ibid., On 

God and Christ, 158 (Ep. 101.5, 158), or, the traditional rendering of this saying: “For 

that which He has not assumed He has not healed; but that which is united to His 

Godhead is also saved” in ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters, Ep. 101 (NPNF2 

7:440). 
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soteriological; that is, that Christ needed to become a complete human to save those who 

are complete humans. He garners support for his claim by recalling the garden scene 

whereby Adam sins and is in need of someone to restore not only his soul but the 

complete and whole Adam.129 Gregory’s conclusion to the poem, after defending the full 

humanity of Christ, is a curt and somewhat humorous exhortation to Apollinarius: 

“Worship the Trinity.”130 In his second anti-Apollinarian poem, “On the Incarnation of 

Christ,” Gregory employs the same tactics as in the first poem, though with a lesser 

degree of intensity.131 

 During Gregory’s retirement ministry he describes his experience resting in a 

shady grove, contemplating his life and worth, downhearted and full of pity, and he 

considers human nature and its purposes. With cosmological language he evokes the 

narrative of the formation of the world in the garden of Eden, and the heavens, stars, sun, 

and moon, though not in that order, and how the created world receives a beating, as it 

were, from humanity. The Trinity, too, writes Gregory, is not without attacks: “First the 

Father, afterwards the great Child, and then the great God’s Spirit is attacked by 

                                                 

129 Gregory of Nazianzus, “Against Apollinarius,” in On God and Man, 81 (Carm. 

I.1.10, PG 37, 465). 

130 Ibid., 83 (Carm. I.1.10, PG 37, 470). 

131 Ibid., “On the Incarnation of Christ,” in On God and Man, 84 (Carm. I.1.11, 

PG 37, 470–71). 
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scurrilous words.”132 I take it that Gregory is referring to, in the midst of a cosmological 

supposition, doctrinal attacks against the persons of the Trinity.133 

 Gregory writes many poems during his retirement ministry and, at least 

theologically speaking, creates a corpus of poetry during this period of his life that 

outnumbers any other period of his literary career. The most-significant set of poems 

during this period of Gregory’s life are the eight poems in the collection known as the 

Poemata Arcana. In these poems, structurally modeled after Origen’s On First 

Principles, Gregory lays out some preliminary thoughts on Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

before providing details about the cosmos, humanity, and the place of humanity in that 

cosmos. The only writings that are more theologically-dense than these poems are 

Gregory’s orations that he writes while in Constantinople. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter contains a reflection and argument based on Gregory’s works that he 

writes both before and after his Constantinopolitan career. The next chapter contains my 

response and thoughts regarding Gregory’s usage of creation and Trinity in his 

Constantinopolitan writings and thus, these two chapters attempt to do the same thing, 

                                                 

132 Ibid., “On Human Nature,” in On God and Man, 136 (Carm. I.2.14, PG 37, 

765). 

133 Though Gregory does not explain who he has in mind with each attack, 

through history, I propose that it is the Gnostics, the Eunomians, and the Macedonians, 

respectively. Elsewhere Gregory lists several Gnostics (Simon, Marcion, Valentinus, 

Basilides, Cerdon, Cerinthus, and Carpocrates) and indicates that their fault is that they 

“hacked away at the God of the universe and waged war on the Creator in the name of the 

Good,” in ibid., Select Orations, Or. 25.8 (FC 107:163). 



188 

and the chapters are thus divided solely for the purposes of space. The analysis deals with 

Gregory’s orations, letters, and poems, respectively, first in his Cappadocian ministry, 

and then in his retirement ministry. In each of these periods Gregory lacks the pressure he 

had experienced during his Constantinopolitan tenure. Nevertheless, Gregory’s retirement 

ministry frequently recalls his Constantinopolitan ministry, probably because it was so 

traumatic for him, though each period has a distinct tone. 

 Gregory writes nineteen orations, about eighty letters, and a small amount of 

poetry during his Cappadocian ministry. This period of his life lasts about twenty years, 

and I derive a majority of the material from which I review from Gregory’s orations, 

since during this time Gregory has very little to write about my thesis topic by way of his 

letters, though there are several significant poems which I discuss. Most significant are 

his orations, of which I discuss about seven. Gregory clearly reveals his Trinitarian 

theology here, though I do not find the ever-present rhetoric that is so characteristic of his 

later writings. In these I find revealing writings, sometimes in opposition to the 

Eunomians, though more specifically to Arius himself, in which cosmological imagery is 

utilized in order to bolster his argument. 

 During Gregory’s retirement years, from the conclusion of the Council of 

Constantinople in 381 until his death about one decade later, Gregory reminisces upon his 

contentious years in the capitol, of which he will require the full ten years to debrief. 

Gregory is at this time free from the political and ecclesiastical pressures that he 

previously faced, and so he is at liberty to consider issues with his recipients in order to 

disclose his feelings as well as to quarrel against his theological opponents. The two 

opponents in which Gregory squabbles most are Apollinarius and the Eunomians. 
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Against the Eunomians Gregory employs his Trinitarian polemics whereas with 

Apollinarius Gregory is centered on a christological discussion, though both are defended 

using examples from creation. During this time Gregory writes four orations which all 

argue for a Trinity that is defended cosmologically, though his most significant singular 

work is his Poemata Arcana, which is a collection of eight poems. 

 The content of his arguments here, against Eunomius, is such that the Father 

begets his only Son eternally so that the Son is not perceived as a creature, but as the one 

who creates the world. The Son exists before creation and eternally, though the Son is 

begotten from the Father eternally. Gregory confesses that the Father is the source of the 

Son. Thus, against Arius and the Eunomians, the Son is not a creation, is not of a similar 

or altogether different substance than the Father, but is of the same substance, and so the 

Son is the one who creates the cosmos and at the same time is begotten before creation 

eternally. Regarding his polemics against Apollinarius, Christ is the one who creates the 

world and is conceived by the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and thus he is, as 

Gregory would have it, both heavenly and earthly. He has a divine and a human nature, 

and so he is Maker (in that he makes all things) yet is created (in that he is born from the 

Virgin Mary, but is there is never a time that the Son does not exist). Since Christ in his 

person touches both the human and divine, his divinity is like unto the Father’s divinity, 

and his humanity is like unto other human beings. Thus for Gregory, contra Apollinarius, 

Christ must possess true and full humanity through and through.  

 Gregory mentions creation many times throughout these writings, and indeed a 

defense of the Trinity and of Christ is often in the vicinity of these arguments. For 

Gregory, the creation points to the Trinity—the Creator, Maker, and Perfector—but at the 
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same time, and more significantly, the Trinity points to creation. Thus, when defending 

the Trinity against his opponents, Gregory conjures up cosmological imagery and themes, 

because he finds that creation is often the best example for a defense of the Trinity and 

that Christ is the eternal Maker of the cosmos who possesses full and true humanity and 

divinity. In the following chapter I discuss Gregory’s polemics in his Constantinopolitan 

writings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE ECONOMY OF SALVATION, PART 2:  

THE TRINITYAND CREATION IN GREGORY OF NAZIANZUS  

DURING HIS CONSTANTINOPOLITAN YEARS 

 

 This chapter is the second part of the final chapters of this dissertation, where I 

contend that Gregory uses his Constantinopolitan writings to present a theological 

hermeneutic of Scripture which results in a Trinitarianism that is simultaneously 

polemical and cosmological. Gregory’s Cappadocian colleagues employ a more-

historical hermeneutic when dealing with cosmology and the creation narratives of 

Scripture, whereas Origen and Athanasius of Alexandria each utilize theological rhetoric 

regarding creation themes in their own contexts. In this sense, Gregory follows his 

Alexandrian forerunners in regards to their Trinitarian interpretation of Scripture. 

Gregory consistently employs polemic, promoting the doctrine of the Trinity through 

cosmological themes against his various opponents in Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and 

the Macedonians. In this chapter I demonstrate that Gregory’s enthusiastic polemics 

against these enemies are a result of his ministry in Constantinople between 379 and 381. 

Summoned to the capital as a representative of Nicene Christianity by the emperor, 
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Theodosius, Gregory represents orthodoxy in a city that is primarily Arian.1 Because of 

the tense political and ecclesiastical climate, Gregory’s theology at this time is sharp and 

deliberate, and it is here, in his orations, that the most characteristic views of his theology 

are found. During this time Gregory writes approximately nine letters, and a very small 

amount of poetry, though there are not any examples in this poetry of Gregory’s creation-

themed polemics on the Trinity.2 Rather, he voices his theological views in his orations. 

Gregory writes 44 orations and about half are composed during this short, less-than-

three-year stint. I support my thesis by providing numerous relevant examples from 

Gregory’s writings, and in this chapter I examine his orations in chronological order, as 

they are applicable. I do this by presenting his orations written before the Theological 

Orations, the five theological orations proper, and then the Constantinopolitan orations 

composed after these orations. 

 

Orations before the Theological Orations 

 Gregory’s five theological orations, Ors. 27–31, contain the majority of Gregory’s 

theological and cosmological polemic against his opponents. Because those orations 

contain a sizable amount of applicable material, the chapter is oriented around these five 

                                                 

1 For the historical background of Gregory’s call to Constantinople by Theodosius 

and the nature of the city and Gregory’s mission, see John A. McGuckin, Saint Gregory 

of Nazianzus: An Intellectual Biography (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 

2001), 234–41. 

2 Gregory of Nazianzus, Three Poems, Concerning Himself and the Bishops 

(Carm. II.1.12, PG 37, 1166–1227; FC 75:49–74) trans. Denis Molaise Meehan 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1987), is a relatively long 

poem which Gregory writes during his time in Constantinople, though the poem does not 

contain cosmological discussion which contributes to my thesis. 
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theological orations, and those orations created before and after those orations. The first 

orations in this group represent Gregory’s sermons which are crafted in the year 379, 

shortly after his arrival into the capital city. The orations composed in 379 are Ors. 20, 

22, 24, and 32. The second group of sermons crafted before the Theological Orations 

during 380 are Ors. 33, 23, 21, 34, and 41. 

 

Orations before the Theological Orations during 379 

 Gregory writes Or. 20 during his first year in Constantinople, and from the outset 

he informs the reader that his aim in this sermon is to draw his readers’ attention to 

matters regarding the Trinity and against his enemies.3 He specifically names as 

opponents those who follow the teaching of Sabellius, those who hold to the “Arian 

madness,” and those who define the divinity simply as unbegotten.4 Gregory’s argument 

quickly progresses to anti-Eunomian polemics involving a defense of the Son by means 

of the themes of creation and time. Gregory disputes the thought of the Eunomians when 

he contends that while God is unbegotten and the source of all and is outside of time, the 

Son, contrariwise, is begotten from the Father who is the source, though he is also outside 

of time, for both are equally eternal, and this is where he differs from Eunomius.5 

                                                 

3 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 20.5, ed. and trans. Brian E. Daley (New York: 

Routledge, 2006), 100. 

4 Ibid., Or. 20.5, 100–101. The third group of opponents here is the Eunomians, 

who used this defining characteristic as their rationale for concluding that the Son is of a 

different substance than the Father, since the Son is begotten. 

5 Ibid., Or. 20.7, 101–2. 
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 Gregory’s exchange with his opponents here centers around time, and those 

moments before and after time or, to consider it cosmologically, the moments in and 

around the inception of creation. For Gregory it is not enough simply to believe that the 

Son exists before time began, since one could still hold that the Son is created, before 

time, but is still a creation of the Father, yet the one who creates the world. On the other 

hand the Eunomians did not merely believe that the Son is of a similar substance as the 

Father, but of a different substance altogether than the Father. Gregory writes that the 

Son’s begottenness is distinct from the begottenness of humans. Humans are begotten in 

time; that is, humans are born and are created. The Son, however, is begotten, but not in 

time like humans. The Son’s begottenness is not understood in terms of conception and 

birth, even though the Son is conceived and is born into the world. Instead, the Son’s 

begetting is understood as occurring outside of time and eternally and, thus, the Son 

himself is not a creation.6 

 Gregory sharpens his argument in terms of the theme and idea of creation. 

Humans are begotten and created, but the Son is begotten but uncreated. The creation or 

generation from humans occurs in that the first humans are “incomplete,” and then they 

are “complete” once they are born. The generation of the Son is not like unto that of 

                                                 

6 Ibid., Or. 20.8, 102. Gregory’s analogy and understanding certainly comes from 

Athanasius of Alexandria who wrote: “The divine generation must not be compared to 

the nature of men, nor the Son considered to be part of God, nor the generation to imply 

any passion whatever; God is not as man; for men beget passibly, having a transitive 

nature, which waits for periods by reason of weakness. But with God this cannot be; for 

He is not composed of parts, but being impassible and simple, He is impassibly and 

indivisibly Father of the Son,” in Athanasius of Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the 

Arians in Select Writings and Letters (NPNF2 4:1.28) eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; 

trans. Archibald Robinson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004), 322. 
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humanity, for the generation of the Son occurs before creation, and the Son is not a 

creature and is therefore eternal.7 Gregory’s partisan argument becomes somewhat 

repetitive here and he will use the same argument elsewhere in his writings. By way of a 

different argument, he concludes that the Eunomians should cease their intellectual 

curiosities regarding the generation of the Son, since it is a divine mystery: “Do you hear 

mention of a begetting? Do not trouble yourself about how it occurs. Do you hear that the 

one who proceeds forth from the Father is the Spirit? Do not exercise your curiosity 

about the manner. Or if you pry curiously into the begetting of the Son and the procession 

of the Spirit, I will pry curiously into your own mixture of soul and body!”8 Gregory’s 

ultimate appeal to the Eunomians is one of faith: do not try to determine the ways of God 

based only on one’s senses and mind; instead, embrace the teaching of God as it has been 

explained, which is not entirely without reason, but may exist without one’s rational 

satisfaction.  

 In Or. 32 Gregory writes his fourth oration in 379 in which his theological 

opponents prove an imminent threat to him as he names their theological foibles in the 

midst of a defense of the Trinity. Gregory’s theological opponents challenge his view of 

the Trinity, and when Gregory addresses them, he provides different angles of his own 

thought. Regarding those enemies, Gregory often safeguards his own Trinitarian views 

by demanding that the relationships between the persons of the Trinity are understood in 

terms of the framework of creation. Gregory acknowledges the various perspectives of 

                                                 

7 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 20.9, 103. 

8 Ibid., Or. 20.11, 104. 
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the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, while highlighting the divisions of the faith in which he 

encounters.9 All of the aberrant views which Gregory enumerates are examples of an 

inadequate Trinitarianism. One of them, Apollinarianism, is more appropriately 

considered a christological deficiency, from Gregory’s perspective. What they all have in 

common, besides discussing and considering Christ to some extent, is that each of these 

views defines Christ in terms of the creation of the world. That is, the Son is defined in 

terms of the chronology of his being begotten, and these views define that in reference to 

the creation of the world. This is the contextual background for Gregory’s visit to 

Constantinople, in that he defends the orthodox position of Christ, and once again writes 

against the Apollinarian Christ—that is, a Christ who does not possess full humanity. 

Many of these views are represented in Constantinople and at the Council of 

Constantinople (381), though Gregory gravitates toward the creation of the world in order 

to defend Christ as the one who creates, over against these other views. While this is the 

context for Gregory’s polemic, at this point in his sermon he does not attack them 

through this reasoning but simply resorts to disparaging them as believers of nonsense 

                                                 

9 Ibid., Select Orations, Or. 32.5 (FC 107:194) trans. Martha Vinson 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2003). Gregory here 

characterizes but does not name his opponents. They most certainly are the Sabellians 

(those who believed a form of Monarchianism in which there is no distinction of persons 

between the Father and the Son), the Apollinarians (Christ did not possess full humanity 

[i.e., a human mind] at the incarnation), the Marcellians (Christ as a temporary emanation 

[at creation] of the Father and who, at the end of time, returns back to the Father to 

become all in all), the Photinians (Christ is an emanation of the Father at the incarnation), 

the Macedonians (the Spirit is not of the same essence as the Father), and the Arians (a 

general designation for those who believe that the Son is created by the Father). It is 

noteworthy that Gregory does not mention the Eunomians by name at this opportunity 

because they are often the recipients of his Trinitarian polemic; more important at this 

time in his discussions, at least as far as he reveals it, are the Apollinarians and the 

Macedonians. 
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and godless chatter and who do not believe in the Son and Spirit who are of an equal 

nature to the Father.10 

 Typically Gregory links creation with the Creator. In fact, throughout Gregory’s 

writings, the pattern is that the creation is defined in reference to the Creator, who is not 

only the Maker but the one who arranges the world.11 Gregory provides a fair amount of 

detail regarding the creation of the world, the stars, moon, and sun, though he differs 

from Basil in that he does not provide a “scientific” or historical (as much as is 

understood as scientific for this time) commentary of the creation narrative which 

connects with the narrative of the book of Genesis.12 Instead, Gregory employs a 

cosmological approach here; as usual he culminates with the explicit understanding that it 

is the Logos who is the one who creates, and the creation is always defined in terms of 

the Logos.13 It is not as if Gregory avoids discussion of the physical characteristics of the 

world when discussing creation. He contrasts with Basil in that, while each can discuss 

the physical elements of the world while discussing creation (Basil does so to a greater 

extent), Gregory always revisits the Son as the one who creates the world.14 

                                                 

10 Ibid. 

11 Ibid., Or. 32.7, 196. 

12 Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 2.2–3 (FC 46:22–26) trans. Agnes 

Clare Way (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1963). Basil’s 

approach differs because he does aim for the “scientific” and historical. I refer to 

“scientific” as far as it is understood at the time.  

13 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 32.8, 196–97. 

14 Ibid, Or. 32.10, 198. Gregory recollects the passage in Prov 8 which is typically 

used to describe Christ at the Wisdom of God through whom the world is made: “Then I 
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 In an intriguing turn, Gregory makes the transition to what he writes is the 

purpose of his sermon—to unify the church.15 He reasons that since Christ exists as one 

body with many members, though ruled by one, the church also is one church which is 

ruled by one, that is, Christ.16 The context of Gregory’s analogy is that the writing is 

addressed to his congregation. Gregory is called to the city of Constantinople as a bastion 

of orthodoxy in the midst of the growing tide of Arianism. No doubt even orthodox 

congregations struggled with different factions of Arianism, and Gregory is here naming 

the different strands of Arianism, speaking against them through Trinitarian theology 

which is rooted in creation themes, for the purpose of clearly defining the orthodox 

position so that the church is unified. Gregory writes that they need not deal with the 

particulars of that faith, which is the simple faith that his congregation learned since their 

youth: the Father, the only-begotten Son, and the Spirit, the “single divinity and splendor 

in the Three, the indivisible nature as well as confession, glory, and hope of those who 

truly believe.”17  

                                                                                                                                                 

was beside him, like a master worker; and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him 

always.” Gregory also quotes from the Psalms in order to demonstrate that Christ is the 

one who creates the world, so that the creation once again is linked with the Son: “By the 

word of the LORD the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth” 

(Ps 33:6). I refer to the NRSV translation here and throughout. These passages are also 

used by other Christian writers in Late Antiquity to describe the role of the Son in 

creation, while they also quote Ecclesiasticus: “Wisdom…opens her mouth…‘I came 

forth from the mouth of the Most High, and covered the earth like a mist. I dwelt in the 

highest heavens, and my throne was a pillar of cloud” (Sir 24:1–4).  

15 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 32.10, 198. 

16 Ibid, Or. 32.11, 199. 

17 Ibid, Or. 32.21, 206. In describing not only the conglorification of the Son and 

Spirit with the Father but also the consubstantiation of the Son and the Spirit with the 
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 Gregory’s recipients in these orations are those who are part of his congregation, 

and they are the people who, in Gregory’s mind, are at risk for succumbing to the various 

aberrant views of the Son, as Gregory sees it. When Gregory displays theological 

pedagogy with his audience, his default defense is in reference to the Trinity, and his 

Trinitarian language is bolstered with ideas of creation, as one sees in Ors. 20 and 32. 

One senses that Gregory is burdened with theological clarity, and he certainly knows 

what is at stake in the upcoming Council of Constantinople (381). Gregory’s most 

productive sermon-writing days are still ahead of him. 

 

Orations before the Theological Orations during 380 

 The year 380 marks Gregory’s most productive year in theological writing in his 

entire career. During this year he writes fifteen sermons, five of which (Ors. 33, 23, 21, 

34, and 41) he completes before the famous Theological Orations. The five sermons that 

Gregory writes before the Theological Orations are more polemical than those delivered 

in 379, as the theological intensity rises as the Council of Constantinople (381) is 

looming. Until this point, Gregory refrains from mentioning the Eunomians by name, 

focusing more specifically on the Apollinarians and the Macedonians.18 In this section I 

examine the five orations that Gregory writes during 380. 

                                                                                                                                                 

Father, Gregory is assuming that these ideas are self-evident in the Council of Nicea 

(325), even though the consubstantiation of the Spirit is not clearly espoused at the 

Council of Constantinople (381), though the Son is at both councils, and the Spirit’s 

conglorification only explicitly at Constantinople (381). 

18 Gregory’s concern for the Apollinarians is discussed above, and he deals with 

them specifically in Ors. 22 and 32. Again in Or. 32 and later in Or. 41 Gregory 

addresses the Macedonians, and in Or. 21 indirectly attacks the homoian bishop of 
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 In Or. 33 Gregory reveals his hostility toward his opponents when he mentions 

that there are barbarians who are waging war against Gregory and his congregants over 

the Trinity.19 While simultaneously defending his episcopal authority against the 

homoian bishop of Constantinople, Demophilus, he defends his own behavior in response 

to certain violent crimes against church leaders.20 Gregory briefly mentions to his Arian 

audience that all humans are created and are related to Adam in his sin, and that all who 

are saved are saved by the one Christ, the second Adam, who brings humans along with 

him to the tree of life.21 Gregory is here making a connection to the Arians that he, like 

they, are touched by sin and he, like they, can only receive healing by the second Adam, 

Christ. Christ is able to heal because he is not touched by sin.22 

                                                                                                                                                 

Constantinople, Demophilus, by praising Athanasius of Alexandria, who is an opponent 

of George, a supporter of the homoian settlement of 359. See Gregory of Nazianzus, in 

Select Orations and Select Letters Or. 21.24,  NPNF2 7, ed. Philip Schaff and Henry 

Wace; trans. Charles Gordon Browne and James Edward Swallow (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 2004), 276. While Kopecek implies that Gregory is not concerned with the 

Eunomians at this time, Gregory’s references to different kinds of Arians, as in Or. 20.5, 

should not rule out the Eunomians, as it is likely that Eunomian thought surrounded him 

throughout his time in Constantinople, not simply during the time when he composes his 

Theological Orations. See Thomas A. Kopecek, A History of Neo-Arianism, 2:494–95 

(Cambridge, MA: The Philadelphia Patristic Foundation, Ltd., 1979). 

19 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 33.2, 329. 

20 Ibid., Or. 33.6, 330.  

21 Ibid., Or. 33.8, 331. 

22 Athanasius of Alexandria makes the same point in his On the Incarnation, in 

which Gregory is familiar: Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 5, 61, trans. 

John Behr (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), that Christ, as the second 

Adam, undoes what the first Adam did at creation. This is not to say that Christ does not 

experience the effects of a fallen humanity in his human flesh; rather, it agrees with the 

later confessional declaration (from the Definition Chalcedon in 451), that Christ is 
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 Gregory’s most illuminous illustrations come at the conclusion of his sermon, 

where he names his opponents—not merely the Arians, but many different groups with 

aberrant views of God—in order to attack their view of the Trinity. Specifically, Gregory 

names Valentinus, Marcion, Montanus, Manes, Novatus, Sabellius, Arius “and his 

followers,” and Photinus, and briefly names their specific and deficient views of God.23 It 

is fitting that Gregory ends his sermon in this way since, while his opponents in this 

sermon are Arius and his followers, Gregory quickly unfolds each view in relation to 

their perspective on God, and concludes that those views are unacceptable. Immediately 

after, he goes on the offense, offering the alternative view of God, which is described in 

creation language. Gregory’s assertion is that in order to properly understand the Trinity, 

one cannot confess that the Son is a created being, since whatever is created is not 

properly called God.24 In naming the persons of the Trinity (unoriginated Father, only-

begotten Word, Holy Ghost), Gregory reveals the beliefs of his opponents and the reason 

behind this certain polemic. There are many names for Christ, but Gregory names Christ 

here as the only-begotten Word, since it fits the context of his polemic. His “Arian” 

opponents, who viewed Gregory as a kind of iconoclast, already confess an unoriginated 

Father, but not an only-begotten Word who is of the same essence as the Father. Since 

                                                                                                                                                 

“without sin;” that is, Christ does not and did not personally sin (Isa 53:9; 2 Cor 5:21; 1 

Pet 2:22). 

23 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 33.16, 333–34. 

24 Ibid., Or. 33.17, 334. 
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Gregory is not arguing against the Macedonians who question the divinity of the Holy 

Spirit, he is content to call the Spirit merely the Holy Ghost.25 

 Gregory writes Or. 23 during the same year, and in this third oration on peace he 

provides a detailed view of the Trinity, which is his most extensive to date in his orations. 

Like Or. 33, this discourse is directed towards his opposition, and invokes his own 

community for the purpose of providing his opponents with an open invitation for them 

to join his community, which will ostensibly fall on deaf ears, for it is evident that this is 

merely provocation.26 Gregory contends that the reason for the congregational division 

between his community and that of his opponents is not at its core based on theology, but 

rather on ecclesiastical protocol.27 In reality, however, theology is most certainly 

involved, as Gregory presents a detailed Trinitarian theology that is his most 

comprehensive to date.  

 Gregory begins his Trinitarian discussion by providing an example of God and 

humanity. God is the source of humanity as far as origins are concerned, and since God 

has complete divinity and the creatures do not, God is the first cause and therefore God is 

                                                 

25 Ibid. Gregory also adds that the Son is “God,” which the Arians or, more 

specifically in this context, the homoians, reject. 

26 Ibid., Select Orations, Or. 23.3, 132–33. 

27 Ibid., Or. 23.3, 133. Gregory is referring to the so-called Meletian schism 

which affected Gregory, since Meletius of Antioch, previously supported by Nyssen, 

eventually becomes his presidential predecessor at the Council of Constantinople (381). 

Gregory also refers to this because of the conflict surrounding Meletius’s and Paulinus’s 

ordination. For background of the schism, see R. P. C. Hanson, The Search for the 

Christian Doctrine of God: The Arian Controversy, 318–381 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 

2005), 382–84. In writing about this case in generalities, Gregory also mentions the 

‘heretics’ in passing, assuming that his readers understand his reference, without any 

explanation needed; see Or. 23.4, 134. 



203 

worthy of greater honor.28 Gregory then brings the Son and the Spirit into the 

comparison, for the purpose of a polemical discussion with his opponents.29 There are 

two oppositional options, Gregory states, with reference to the Son and the Spirit: the Son 

and the Spirit are either without source (which dishonors the Father, since Gregory argues 

that the Father is the source of the Son and the Spirit), or they are from a different source 

than the Father (which would mean that they are derived from a different, rival deity than 

the Father).30 The first group amounts to polytheism, but the second solution refers to the 

Eunomians, the opponents towards which Gregory makes his argument. The Eunomians 

argue that the Son is of a different essence than the Father, but is nonetheless begotten of 

the Father. In fact, the begottenness is the rationale behind the Eunomian argument for 

the different essence of the Son.  

For the Eunomians, then, the creaturliness of the Son denies the full divinity of 

the Son. Gregory’s solution to his Trinitarian opponents is to describe the nature of the 

Son in terms of creation. That is, the Son is begotten of the Father, and the Son does 

come from the Father, who is the unbegotten source, yet the Son is eternal, the one who 

creates the world, and thus is not a creature, as the Eunomians insist. Gregory argues that 

if the Eunomians hold that the Son and the Spirit are created for the purpose of creating 

the world, then the Son and the Spirit are of a lesser honor than the creation itself, since, 

                                                 

28 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 23.6, 136. 

29 Although Gregory states that he does not wish to bring controversy but rather 

doctrine, he nevertheless uses his theology in polemical fashion against his enemies. See 

ibid., Or. 23.12, 140. 

30 Ibid., Or. 23.7, 136. 
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according to Gregory, that which is created for the purpose of something else is of a 

lesser quality than the thing for which it is produced.31  

Gregory lays out his solution clearly by stating that the source of the divinity, the 

Father begetting, is independent of time and is infinite. As a result, Gregory negotiates an 

elucidation that upholds a certain tenet of the Eunomians’ claim that the Son is begotten 

of the Father and is from the Father. Yet Gregory will not take the step to conclude that 

the Father is the source of a creaturely Son. Rather Gregory upholds the Nicene 

confession in that the Son is of the same essence as the Father and is begotten outside of 

time.32  

 In continuing his extensive dispute with the Eunomians, Gregory contends that for 

the Eunomians to confess that the Son is begotten is no risk to them, because they argue 

that the Son is begotten in time and is of a different essence than the Father. For the 

Eunomians, unlike for Gregory, ‘begotten’ connotes only creaturliness. The Eunomians 

here could be interpreted, for the outsider, as holding to certain Nicene language in that 

they adopt the word ‘begotten.’ Gregory, however, is certain that the Eunomian position 

is completely incompatible with the Nicene confession.  

Gregory is completely uneasy confessing that the Son is a creature, even though 

the Son is begotten, since, in Gregory’s words, whatever is created is not properly called 

                                                 

31 Ibid., Or. 23.7, 136–37. 

32 Ibid., Or. 23.8, 137. See also ibid., Or. 29.2 in On God and Christ: The Five 

Theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius, trans. Frederick Williams and Lionel 

Wickham (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 70; ibid., Or. 30.2, 94; 

ibid., Festal Orations, Or. 40.43, trans. Nonna Verna Harrison (Crestwood, NY: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008), 138, where Gregory writes that the Father is the 

source of the divinity of the Son. 
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God or Master.33 Furthermore, since no thing is created without passion, and since God 

does not have passions, it is not possible that the Son is a creation.34 Gregory concludes 

this line of thought by indirectly stating that a proper understanding of the matter consists 

of confessing that the Trinity exists as three distinct persons who are united together in 

one, divine nature.35 Gregory’s position is consistent with what was fundamentally 

expressed at Nicea (325) and later reaffirmed at Constantinople (381). 

 In Or. 21 Gregory praises his predecessor-in-thought, Athanasius of Alexandria. 

While commending this pillar of the church, Gregory lauds Athanasius as a defender of 

the Trinity and at the same time uses the opportunity to give examples of those who, in 

Gregory’s view, do not confess the Trinity. Among those who have the “infection” of 

Arius are Arius’s followers, who ascribe deity alone to the unbegotten, and the 

Sabellians, who contract the three persons of the Trinity into one, without holding a 

distinction of the three persons.36 The oration functions to praise Athanasius, and includes 

helpful biographical information about him and the Council of Nicea (325). Gregory does 

not include his theological polemic against his opponents here because the context does 

not demand it. In other words, Gregory’s three primary opponents, Apollinarius, the 

Eunomians, and the Macedonians, are not thriving during Athanasius’s day, and so 

Gregory fails to mention them. This strongly supports my claim that Gregory’s polemics 

                                                 

33 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 23.9, 137–38. 

34 Ibid., Or. 23.10, 138. See also ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 30.5, 97. 

35 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 23.10–11, 138–39. 

36 Ibid., in Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 21.13, 273. 
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are contextual; Gregory uses creation language to support the doctrine of the Trinity 

against his opponents, and he does not do it for catechetical reasons, although catechesis 

is a byproduct of his efforts.37 

 Later in 380 Gregory returns to speaking against the Arians and the Sabellians in 

Or. 34. In the prelude to this discussion, Gregory breaks down the things that exist into 

two categories: “rule,” or that which is above nature, is creative, originating, unchanging, 

and above time, and “service,” which is created and is subject to change and time. The 

first of these (rule), is God: the Father (the Cause), the Son (the Creator) and the Holy 

Spirit (the Perfector). The second (service), is creation.38 Gregory contends that the 

Arians are those who divide the divine nature, and the Sabellians are those who contract 

the three into a single person. While Gregory does not write against the Macedonians at 

length until after the Council of Constantinople (381), and immediately before the 

council in Or. 31, since the council is nearing, Gregory does mention the Spirit more 

frequently, though still only in passing.39 He returns to the Son once again, stating that 

                                                 

37 Ibid., Select Orations, Or. 23.12, 140. 

38 Ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 34.8, 336. ‘the Cause’ = αἰτίῳ; 

‘the Creator’ = δημιουργῷ (perhaps better rendered as ‘crafter’ or ‘maker’); ‘the 

Perfector’ = τελειοποιῷ.  

39 “I revere also the Equal Rank of the Holy Ghost; and I fear the threat 

pronounced against those who blaspheme Him,” in ibid., Or. 34.11, 337. In the same 

sermon, Gregory writes: “Why do you make me, who am the Temple of the Holy Ghost 

as of God, the habitation of a creature?” in ibid., Or. 34.12, 337. Gregory briefly shifts 

the focus of his opponents here to the Macedonians. 
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the Son is “in the beginning,” a Johannine reference to the preexistent Christ.40 Gregory 

concludes his oration with an insightful closing about how Gregory believes the apostle 

Paul implicitly includes the other persons of the Trinity whenever Paul does not mention 

all three of the persons together.41 

 In his final sermon (Or. 41) before Gregory’s Theological Orations, Gregory 

returns to the theme of the Holy Spirit, which has been relatively an afterthought in his 

earlier writings, and in which he begins to scratch the surface not only of the necessity of 

the Spirit, but also his controversies with those who oppose the Spirit. The sermon begins 

with a brief reflection on the Feast of Pentecost, followed by an explanation of the 

significance of the number seven which, as Gregory writes, is the sum of the number of 

days of creation (six) plus the number of days in which God rested after creation (one).42 

The Spirit, also, is related to creation in that the seven days of creation, and the end of the 

                                                 

40 “In the beginning was the Word” (John 1:1); “We declare to you what was from 

the beginning” (1 John 1:1). 

41 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 34.15, 338. 

42 Ibid., Festal Orations Or. 41.2, 144. Gregory follows his comparison with an 

intriguing comment: “But if anyone has a more exalted explanation of these matters, let 

others study it.” The comment is interesting because Gregory is here following a pattern 

that differs from Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa; see Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic 

Homilies Hex. 3.1, 37; Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man in Select Writings and 

Letters (NPNF2 5.2:391) eds. Philip Schaff and Henry Wace; trans. William Moore and 

Henry Austin Wilson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2004). Instead of explaining the 

context of the days of creation or even determining the significance of the material 

creation, Gregory instead does not use the opportunity to do so but points instead to the 

symbolic importance of the days of creation. 



208 

seven-year-cycle of Jubilee (that is, seven sevens), when multiplied by each other, in 

addition to the one day of Pentecost, fifty, and fifty, in Greek, is pentēkonta.43 

 Gregory clarifies the identity of his theological opponents in this sermon when he 

states: “Those who bring the Holy Spirit down to the level of a creature are insolent and 

wicked slaves and wickedest of the wicked…Those who regard him as God are divinely 

inspired and have radiant minds.”44 Gregory brings the Macedonians in full view as he 

describes their theological tendencies, and that these opponents are illuminated further 

still in Or. 31, delivered this same year, 380, from the house-church, the Anastasia, in 

which Gregory ministered. Gregory’s theological polemic against his enemies regarding 

the Spirit has some similarities with his defense of the Son. Gregory argues that the Spirit 

is eternal, and therefore is not a creature.45 Gregory’s argument is much in line with 

Athanasius of Alexandria, who wrote about the same subject in a different context.46 

Regarding the Macedonians, again Gregory writes that they are the “wickedest of the 

wicked,” but he also notes that they have some degree of participation with the Spirit. 

Gregory’s persuasion does not necessitate that Gregory believe they are orthodox, since 

that would be impossible because they are unable to confess the Creed of Nicea (325). By 

                                                 

43 The Greek word for Pentecost, πεντηκοστή, is derived from the Greek word for 

fifty, πεντήκοντα. See Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations Or. 41.2, 144, for this 

symbolic connection between creation and the day of the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

44 Ibid., Or. 41.6, 148. 

45 Ibid., Or. 41.7, 149. 

46 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.17.1, in 

Works on the Spirit: Athanasius and Didymus, trans. Mark DelCogliano et al. (Yonkers, 

NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 79. 
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contrast, Gregory asserts that there is some degree of God’s revelation to them in their 

lives, yet they are still not orthodox and, according to Gregory, are still characterized as 

‘wicked.’47 

 In an unprecedented move, Gregory defends the deity of the Spirit at length, 

claiming that the Spirit is without a beginning and that the Spirit creates life.48 Gregory 

constructs a scenario in which he describes the Son as part of creation; the Son is part of 

creation in the incarnation. As he does in his defense of the Son, Gregory also makes 

similar arguments in reference to the Spirit. The Spirit is part of creation at Pentecost.49 

Gregory makes it clear elsewhere that the Spirit is part of creation but is not a creature.50 

The comparison here is explicitly the incarnation with Pentecost. Of course in the 

ontological sense this compares with the begetting of the Son with the procession of the 

Spirit, each which occur eternally, according to Gregory. Gregory’s purpose is to 

establish a link between the Spirit and creation; the Spirit is part of creation but is not a 

creation. Instead, Gregory champions the idea that the Spirit aids in the creation of the 

                                                 

47 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 41.6–7, 148–49. Gregory writes 

that “He who gives the first will give also the second,” and in this he means that if they 

are able to confess the full divinity of the Son, God will also reveal to them the full 

divinity of the Spirit, in ibid., Or. 41.8, 150. However, Gregory makes a point to declare 

that it is not simply for the sake of doctrine that Gregory makes his case; instead, 

Gregory’s true intention is ecclesiastical, and he wishes that at some future time it is 

united together in the one church. 

48 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 41.9, 151. Gregory’s list of 

attributes foreshadows his more-extensive list in ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 31.29, 

139–40. 

49 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 41.12, 153. 

50 Ibid., Or. 41.7, 149; Or. 41.9, 151. 
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world, alongside the Son.51 Gregory’s oration on Pentecost focuses on the Spirit, and 

appropriately so, since he encounters the Macedonians most frequently in 380 and 381, 

and provides a Trinitarian polemic against them, oftentimes using the theme of creation 

to support the full divinity of the Spirit. 

Gregory’s orations from 380 (Ors. 33, 23, 21, 34, and 41) mark an increase in 

polemical tone from his orations from 379 (Ors. 20, 22, 24, and 32). Gregory’s doctrinal 

writings frequently surface in the midst of theological controversies. As such, Gregory’s 

opponents drive him to defend himself, and then go on the offensive against those who do 

not hold the faith of Gregory and other orthodox believers. Gregory is not compelled to 

defend the faith out of context. Gregory is careful to always contextualize and so his 

writings must also be today.52 The increase of contact with the Eunomians and the 

Macedonians cause Gregory to further clarify his faith. Because each of those groups 

struggled with confessing the full divinity of the Son and the Spirit, Gregory is able to 

provide examples from creation, and elaborate on Trinitarian models in creation 

language, in order to speak out against and, to a degree, draw in his opponents to 

Gregory’s faith and community. 

 

                                                 

51 Ibid., Or. 41.14, 155–56. Gregory provides three examples from the Old 

Testament, quoted here from Harrison’s translation: “By the Word of the Lord the 

heavens were established, and by the Spirit of his mouth all their power” (Ps 33:6); “The 

divine Spirit created me, and the breath of the Almighty taught me” (Job 33:4 LXX); 

“You will send forth your Spirit and they will be created, and you will renew the face of 

the earth” (Ps 101:10). I refer to the NRSV here and throughout. 

52 Contextualizing Gregory’s writings permits one to understand the rationale 

behind the rhetoric and polemic of Gregory’s works against his enemies. 
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The Theological Orations 

 Of all of Gregory’s orations, letters, and poems, Gregory’s Theological Orations 

contain the largest quantity of theological content, and he writes the five orations (Ors. 

27–31) during the summer of 380, the year before the Council of Constantinople (381).53 

Because 380 and 381 are very contentious years in Gregory’s life, his external pressures 

often lead to inveterate offensiveness in Gregory’s writings that mark his theology. Chief 

among his theological opponents in these orations are the Eunomians and the 

Macedonians, though he occasionally aims his writing towards the Apollinarians. The 

order and content of the orations is as follows: Or. 27: An Introductory Sermon Against 

the Eunomians; Or. 28: On the Doctrine of God; Or. 29: On the Son; Or. 30: On the Son; 

Or. 31: On the Holy Spirit. These orations are written as a theological polemic rather than 

                                                 

53 The five Theological Orations are today contained as a unit. While there is 

some discussion regarding the original chronology of the sermons, or if the sermons as 

they appear today are identical as to when they were delivered, the general consensus is 

that the present ordering is the best ordering, and that Gregory is indeed the author, even 

though the written sermons are undoubtedly edited versions of the original, oral 

deliveries. See Gregory of Nazianzus, Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning: The Five 

Theological Orations of Gregory Nazianzen, ed. Frederick W. Norris; trans. Lionel 

Wickham and Frederick Williams (Leiden, Neth.: Brill, 1991), 71–82, for a discussion of 

the authenticity of these orations. For an alternative although eccentric view of the 

authorship of these sermons, see Reinoud Weijenborg, “Les cinq Discours théologiques, 

attribués à Grégoire de Nazianze, en partie œuvre de Maxime Héron le Cynique, alias 

Évagre le Pontique d’antioche,” Anton 48 (1973), 476–50, where Weijenborg  challenges 

the authenticity of these orations by claiming that they are written by Maximus the Cynic. 

Elena Cavalcanti treats Weijenborg’s work uncritically in Elena Cavalcanti, Studi 

Eunomiani, OrChrAn 202 (Rome: 1975), xiii–xiv. Paul Gallay, however, disputes 

Weijenborg’s claims in Gregory of Nazianzus, Grégoire de Nazianze: Discours 

Théologiques 27–31 (SC 250) ed. and trans. Paul Gallay and Maurice Jourjon (Paris: 

Éditions du Cerf, 1978), 7, n. 2. Norris concludes that Weijenborg claims twenty-one 

examples pertain to another author, but that only one is a valid example in Frederick W. 

Norris, “The Authenticity of Gregory of Nazianzen’s Five Theological Orations,” VC 39 

(1985): 331–39. 
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as a positive doctrinal exposition.54 In this section I discuss each of the Theological 

Orations in terms of polemical Trinitarianism expressed in creation language against 

Gregory’s opponents.55 

 Gregory delivers these sermons during his stay in Constantinople during summer, 

380, from his cousin, Theodosia’s, small villa and residence, named Anastasia.56 Oration 

                                                 

54 Christopher A. Beeley writes that the Theological Orations are polemical and 

notes that Ors. 20, 23, and 34 contain theological exposition in a positive frame in 

Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the Knowledge of God: In Your Light We Shall 

See Light (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 39. However, Ors. 20, 23, and 34 

are not merely positive expositions, as Beeley implies, but rather each of them, like the 

Theological Orations, have their own contexts, and Gregory becomes increasingly more 

polemic in 380 and especially in Or. 34. Beeley also contends that Gregory’s Theological 

Orations have mislead scholars who read them in isolation of his other texts, and that the 

reader should search elsewhere in Gregory’s orations to find a fuller and more-positive 

exposition on the Trinity, in Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on the Trinity and the 

Knowledge of God, 39. Beeley’s warning is well-intentioned, though in raising the 

importance of the other Trinitarian orations he indirectly brings the importance of the 

Theological Orations down. Verna E. F. Harrison overstates this proposition when she 

writes that Beeley suggests that Gregory’s Trinitarian theology is articulated most fully 

outside of the Theological Orations, without providing proper documentation, in Verna 

E. F. Harrison, “Illumined from All Sides by the Trinity: Neglected Themes in Gregory’s 

Trinitarian Theology,” in Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus: Essays on History, 

Theology, and Culture, ed. Christopher A. Beeley (Washington, DC: The Catholic 

University of America Press, 2012), 14. Harrison’s sentiments are stated earlier when she 

correctly writes that had Gregory never produced his Theological Orations that he would 

still have been a monumental figure, in her introduction in Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal 

Orations, 13. I find that while many of the other orations, as I demonstrate throughout 

this dissertation, are immensely conducive in determining Gregory’s Trinitarian rhetoric 

in creation language, that the Theological Orations are most essential in providing an 

extended discourse on the Trinity. 

55 For the most comprehensive introduction to the Theological Orations see 

Gregory of Nazianzus, Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning, 1–82. 

56 For a short background on the Anastasia, and its possible location in the center 

of the city, see John A. McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 241–43. The tone of 

some of Gregory’s sermons from the Anastasia is sometimes more in line with the form 
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27, the shortest of the Theological Orations, is an introduction to the four orations that 

follow. In this oration Gregory outlines the proper parameters for the study and 

discussion of theology, over against his adversaries. He warns his congregation against 

his antagonists, whom Gregory writes are hostile to the doctrine of the Trinity and instead 

teach of the generation of the Son, by which they mean the creation of the Son.57 This 

oration, then, serves to prepare the reader (or listener) to the theological discourse that 

will follow in Ors. 28–31. 

 Gregory writes Or. 28, On the Doctrine of God, from the vantage point of a 

theologian.58 Seeking to capture his readers with the content of Father, Son, and Holy 

Spirit, Gregory dedicates this sermon to the Trinity with the expectation, as he states, that 

                                                                                                                                                 

of invective, though they are delivered in a church to the members of that Christian 

community. 

57 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 27.6, 29. Gregory clearly refers 

to the Eunomians here, who teach that while the Son is the firstborn of all creation and 

glorified before the ages, is at one time existing without that glory which is received from 

the Father. See Eunomius of Cyzicus, Eunomius: The Extant Works, Expositio Fidei 3 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 153: “We also believe in the ‘Son of God,’ 

‘the Only-begotten God,’ ‘the First-born of all creation’: a genuine ‘son,’ so not 

unbegotten; genuinely ‘begotten’ before the ages, so not without an act of begetting prior 

to his own existence to be called ‘Son;’ ‘born’ before ‘all creation,’ so not uncreated.” 

58 While the English title of the oration, On the Doctrine of God, is appropriate, it 

carries with it the idea that this discourse is about theology. While the title, Περὶ 

θεολογίας, is only traced back in the manuscripts to the ninth century, it could also be 

translated as Concerning Theology or On Theology. The appropriateness of the present 

title is an interpretive decision, and it is correct. The reason is because θεολογία carries 

with it the idea that it is theology about God. Gregory describes this, as well as the 

‘economy,’ in Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 45.4, 164. Theology, for 

Gregory, is the doctrine of God, and the doctrine of God is, broadly speaking, 

Trinitarianism—that is, theology proper (today, the doctrine of God), Christology, and 

pneumatology. Gregory reaffirms the content of θεολογία in On God and Christ, Or. 

28.1, 37. For more on the manuscript tradition of the Theological Orations, as well as the 

place of Or. 28 within that tradition, see ibid., Faith Gives Fullness to Reasoning, 71–80. 
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the persons of the Trinity will work together to bring about Gregory’s intended result of 

enlightenment for those who hear it.59 Before Gregory reaches his argument, he lays 

some groundwork in which he reveals his scriptural exegesis, which applies to how he 

takes the theme of creation and creation narratives in order to support the doctrine of the 

Trinity over against his opponents. Gregory remarks that “The Law has an obvious and 

hidden aspect. The obvious belongs to the crowd waiting below, the hidden to the few 

who attain the height.”60 The “height” to which Gregory refers is the “ascension” to the 

mountain of God which metaphorically occurs when one delves into the mysteries of 

God.61 This language is a harbinger of one of Gregory’s larger arguments in these 

orations, that the Eunomians (and Macedonians) arrive at their theological conclusions 

because they are not practicing theology as it is intended. In other words, true theology 

must be approached properly, and the inquirer must exist within a right relationship with 

God. On top of that, Gregory writes, theology is not intended for all Christians to study.62 

Thus, because of the fact that the Eunomians are not true Christians and are approaching 

God in an inappropriate manner, they will subsequently not be able to arrive at the 

                                                 

59 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 28.1, 37. 

60 Ibid., Or. 28.2, 38. 

61 Ibid. 

62 Ibid., Or. 27.3, 26–27. 
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conclusions of those who are in an appropriate relationship with God. They therefore 

improperly seek to access conclusions to which Gregory properly arrives.63  

 Gregory describes God as the Creator, sustainer, and cause of all, who creates and 

moves all things in the universe. When humans discover objects that are complex, 

Gregory notes that her or his response must include the conclusion that God is the 

Creator of that object, because of its complex arrangement and constitution.64 While at 

first glance this appears like a cosmological argument from complexity for the existence 

of God, Gregory’s purpose is to set up his readers for the view that his opponents 

espouse, that God exists as the ingenerate and uncaused God and is Creator, and that all 

that comes from God, including the Son and the Spirit, are created beings.65 But God, 

according to Gregory’s perspective, exists as Father eternally, and the Son and Spirit are 

likewise eternal.  

 Regarding the existence of God Gregory raises the hypothetical query of whether 

God is materially part of the universe or above it. The solution is that God is not part of 

the universe, because the universe is created. God exists prior to the universe because 

                                                 

63 This reality brings into question the intention of this sermon/oration. There is 

also an apologetic element to these orations. That is, if they are delivered to Gregory’s 

congregation, then they are delivered to Christians, not to his opponents. It should be 

noted that these kinds of writings had more than one audience, since they are first 

delivered orally and then later published for a broader readership. Nevertheless, the 

original intent is to encourage the Christians in their faith. Secondarily, both in purpose 

and in the form of the writing, Gregory expects that he enlightens his opponents to the 

point where they have a conversion of thinking, even though, from the outset, Gregory 

implies that this is not possible. 

64 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 28.6, 40–41. 

65 Ibid., Or. 28.9, 43. 
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God is eternal and God creates the universe, and God must therefore exist, as Creator, 

outside of creation.66 Gregory mentions this as part of an extended discussion on the 

existence and reality of God, without going into the specifics of Trinitarian existence. Of 

all the created things in the world, Gregory writes, none of them could have come into 

existence by chance.67 Gregory is involved in a drawn-out disclosure of the Christian 

God, revealed in Gregory’s oration through creation and existence, without bearing in 

mind distinctive Trinitarian characteristics and attributes. The reason for this is because 

Or. 28, like the previous oration, serves as a prelude to the categorical and distinctively 

Trinitarian orations to follow, and so this provides the theological and cosmological base 

from which to work and explain in detail the Son and the Spirit in Ors. 29–31. 

 Gregory makes the transition to the created order in which he names many 

animals and insects and praises their unique characteristics, and concludes that none of 

these creatures exist or perform their rare feats unless they are created by a being outside 

of themselves.68 This is the closest Gregory comes to emulating a discussion of the 

creation that mirrors Basil of Caesarea.69 This is quite remarkable because Basil’s 

Hexaemeron, the fourth-century epitome of the days of creation explained, is clearly 

known by Gregory, but Gregory rarely employs Basil’s style in this regard, preferring 

rather to use the theme and story of creation for polemical purposes in order to speak out 

                                                 

66 Ibid., Or. 28.10, 44. 

67 Ibid., Or. 28.16, 49. 

68 Ibid., Or. 28.23–25, 55–57. 

69 Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 7–9, 105–50. 
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against his Trinitarian opponents. In this rare moment, mistaking Gregory for Basil in his 

discussion of the detail and magnificence of God’s creatures is not unfounded. The 

purpose of mentioning the creatures, for Gregory, is never for the immediate or historical 

scriptural concern. He writes: “But now leave earth and earthly themes, soar up into the 

air on the wings of your mind, letting the argument move forward on its path. From here I 

shall bear you up and on to themes heavenly, heaven itself and what lies above heaven.”70 

Gregory’s theological program is always grounded in faith, though in this oration he 

seeks to give a rational foundation of the faith. The reason for his opponents’ lack of faith 

in the Trinity is because of a lack of understanding and because of intellectual 

shortcomings and reasoning that lacks faith.71 Creation for Gregory never exists for itself 

or by itself. In Gregory’s writings, creation always points to the Trinity; knowledge of the 

Trinity leads to the salvation of the church. Gregory’s theological enemies force Gregory 

to arrive at these conclusions, but Gregory has a way of returning to the theme of 

salvation.72 

                                                 

70 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 28.28, 59. 

71 Ibid., Or. 28.7, 41; 28.9, 43–44. Gregory charges the Apollinarians, who do not 

believe that Christ had a human mind, as those who themselves did not have a mind; see 

ibid., Ep. 101.5, 158. Upholding the Trinity, then, requires true religion and sound sense; 

see ibid., Or. 29.1, 69. For the Eunomians, Gregory writes that they are “incapable of 

understanding” and are “empty-headed theologian[s]” in Or. 29.4, 72; Or. 29.10, 78. 

Even though Gregory believes the Eunomians are incapable of believing, he creates an 

uncomfortable paradox by continuing to offer the Eunomians the truth that leads to 

understanding, in the hopes that the Eunomian is illuminated to embrace the truth, in 

ibid., Or. 29.21, 89. 

72 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 23.12, 139–40. Gregory 

summarizes the aim of Or. 29 by insisting that an illumination of the proper truth about 

the Trinity can lead to salvation for the Eunomians in On God and Christ, Or. 29.21, 89. 
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 Oration 29, Gregory’s first oration on the Son, marks a progression from 

generally prolegomenal material to specific and detailed exegesis of the nature and 

persons of the Trinity. Gregory delineates his intent for this speech that is at once 

polemical and apologetic: “One part aims at establishing one’s own position; the other 

refutes the opposing case.”73 This is a helpful and important distinction because 

Gregory’s implementation of the creation language serves as a response to his opponents’ 

beliefs; that is, Gregory rarely uses creation language without rhetorical intent. Had 

Gregory’s opponents never existed, Gregory would not use creation language in order to 

support the Trinity. The opponents are the ones who fuel Gregory’s invective, and 

creation language is employed as a lengthy rejoinder for the purpose of identifying the 

inadequacies of the views of his opponents, as well as focusing on the superiority of his 

own position. 

 Once Gregory makes the transition to theology he immediately names several, in 

his mind, aberrant views of God, and then relates to them in terms of creation, which he 

states is incompatible with monotheism.74 The creation is certainly related, though in a 

different sense, to the “emanations” of both the Son and the Spirit. Gregory describes, in 

his most explicit language to date, the realities of the eternal generation and eternal 

procession of the Spirit: “A one eternally changes to a two and stops at three—meaning 

the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. In a serene, non-temporal, incorporeal way, the 

                                                 

73 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 29.1, 69. 

74 Ibid., Or. 29.2, 70. 
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Father is parent of the ‘offspring’ and originator of the ‘emanation.’ ”75 This marks the 

beginning of an extended explanation of these concepts, particularly with reference to the 

Son and the Father. The purpose of the account is to demonstrate that the Son is the one 

who creates and is therefore not a creature, and that the Son possesses the same essence 

as the Father, so that Gregory’s recipients will recognize that the Father and the Son 

maintain equal divinity. 

 As Gregory incorporates the minutiae of Trinitarian relationships, he writes that 

there is never a time when the Father is not in existence, and the same is said about the 

Son and the Spirit.76 The idea of creation always carries with it time, and while the Son 

and the Spirit ontologically come forth from the Father before creation, their generation 

and procession are non-temporal. For the Eunomians, the generation is always temporal, 

                                                 

75 Ibid. Gregory exercises caution when he states that he cannot yet commit, until 

he further investigates, to the process of the generation as eternal, in Or. 29.13, 80–81. 

He writes elsewhere that the generation is without a temporal beginning (Or. 29.3, 71), 

and so since the Father is eternally unbegotten, it is consistent to conclude that the Son is 

always begotten; thus, the Son is eternally begotten with respect to both what has passed 

and what will happen in the future.  

76 Ibid., Or. 29.3, 71. Gregory writes regarding the Father that the same phrase is 

applied to the Son and the Spirit: οὐκ ἦν ὅτε οὐκ ἦν (“There has not been a ‘when’ when 

the Father has not been in existence”)—following Lionel Wickham’s translation. 

Undoubtedly Gregory is providing the reciprocal of the phrase attached to Arius 

regarding the Son’s existence, which is included in the Creed of Nicea (325), upon which 

is pronounced an anathema for any who make such a declaration: ἦν ποτε ὅτε οὐκ ἦν 

(There was a time when he was not). Gregory returns to this concept later in the sermon: 

οὐ γὰρ ἦν ὅτε ἄλογος ἦν, οὐδὲ ἦν ὅτε οὐ πατήρ, οὐδὲ ἦν ὅτε ἄληθής (“It was never the 

case that he was without his Word, that he was not Father, that he was not true…”)—

following Lionel Wickham’s translation in Or. 29.17, 85. 
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and the persons are neither eternal nor do they possess the same essence as the Father.77 

However, Gregory reasons that if one is created that equality with God is not possible, for 

God is not a creature. Likewise, the very act of creating by the Father of the Son would 

therefore make the Father a proprietor of change, but God cannot change.78 Yet God the 

Father is not like human fathers for two reasons: the Father is eternally a father, and the 

Father is never a son, though all fathers are sons, and are made fathers in time.79 Gregory 

is providing sufficient detail on the relationships because he states that they are responses 

to the many objections of the Eunomians regarding the Son. Gregory uses this as an 

opportunity, as he writes above as his purpose for this speech, to defend his view and to 

demonstrate that his view is superior, and at many points uses examples regarding the 

timing of creation. 

 When Gregory entertains the objection by the Eunomians that the Son must have 

been begotten by the Father’s will, Gregory responds that the will is not something that is 

independent of the Father; if that were the case then the Son would be begotten not of the 

Father but by will. Likewise the creation is created not by will, but by the Trinity. The 

will is not something that has a beginning or an end. Just as God always exists and does 

not change, God always possesses a will, including the eternal will to beget the Son 

                                                 

77 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 29.17, 85. Although the Son 

and the Spirit are eternal, writes Gregory, neither are unoriginated, for they come forth 

from the Father eternally, and are themselves eternal. Eternality does not necessitate that 

one is ingenerate or unoriginated. See Eunomius of Cyzicus, Eunomius: The Extant 

Works, Apol. 12, 49. 

78 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 29.4, 72. 

79 Ibid., Or. 29.5, 72–73. 
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outside of time, and the eternal will to create the universe, which happens in time.80 

Gregory makes an effort to explain how and when the Son is begotten, and concludes that 

the Eunomians are unwilling to listen to or understand Gregory’s rationale. Because of 

this, Gregory removes himself from the secondary purposes of God and dissolves the 

point by stating that instead of answering the question of how and when, the pious person 

should simply remain in reverent silence. They are to confess that the Son is begotten, 

and not to worry about how, but simply to believe it, to which he writes that the 

Eunomians are not able to do this which, for Gregory, is tantamount to their downfall.81 

 As Gregory progresses in answering the Eunomian objections to the Trinity, 

Gregory distinguishes between the persons and essence of the Trinity.82 Without a proper 

distinction, writes Gregory, the Eunomians will never understand or behold the Trinity as 

they should.83 The solution of which the Eunomians should properly grasp is found in 

human examples: a human father begets a human son but that son does not contain every 

characteristic as the father, though they are each equally human. God the Father, 

however, is understood as a father in the Father’s relationship to the Son. That is, the 

                                                 

80 Ibid., Or. 29.6–7, 73–75. 

81 Ibid., Or. 29.9, 76–77. 

82 It is not imperative that one understand that these Eunomian objections are 

actually raised; it is possible that some of them are raised, and that Gregory brings to 

light the others as questions that could have been objections. Gregory hints at this when 

he writes: “What is left of their invincible arguments? Perhaps they will take a last refuge 

in this argument…,” as if Gregory is the source of the objection and not the Eunomians, 

in Or. 29.13, 80. Interestingly, even though it appears that Gregory is the source of this 

objection, he still manages to classify the argument as crude, and the people themselves 

as crude, in ibid. 

83 Ibid., Or. 29.12, 80. 
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Father is eternally a father, but the Father is only a father if the Father possesses a Son, 

and not beforehand.84 Yet the persons of the Trinity are never described as synonymous 

with the other persons, and Scripture affirms this.85 Gregory uses Scripture, then, as a 

rhetorical tactic and proof whereby he sarcastically and condescendingly lists over 100 

titles or characteristics of the persons of the Trinity and of the natures of Christ in order 

to overwhelm his opponents with scriptural evidence which, Gregory concludes, they 

ignore.86 Regarding Christ’s role in the origin of the universe, Gregory refers to the Son 

as both Creator and Maker.87 Gregory concludes this sermon by transitioning from 

Trinitarianism to Christology, which he addresses in more detail in the oration to follow. 

In doing this Gregory demonstrates that his Trinitarianism is never taught in isolation 

from his Christology. In other words, the relationship of the Father to the Son has direct 

bearing on the two natures of the Son, and the importance of the Trinity, and of the two 

natures in the one Christ, for the salvation of Gregory’s community. It is here where 

Gregory overlaps the theme of creation; for Trinitarianism, the argument is that the Son is 

beyond creation because the Son is the one who creates; for Christology, the conclusion 

is that the Son is both beyond and part of creation, as Christ comes both as the Son of 

God and as the son of the Virgin Mary. Gregory concludes this sermon by arguing 

against the Eunomians by returning to the theme of the temporary usefulness of reason 

                                                 

84 Ibid., Or. 29.16, 83–84. 

85 Ibid.; Or. 29.17, 85 

86 Ibid., Or. 29.17–21, 84–89.   

87 Ibid., Or., 29.18, 85. ‘Creator’ or ‘the one who creates’ = τὸ ἔκτισε; ‘Maker’ or 

‘the one who makes’ =  τὸ ἔποίησε. 
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which is imperfect apart from faith: “Faith, in fact, is what gives fullness to our 

reasoning.”88 

 In Gregory’s second oration on the Son, Or. 30, he continues his hypothetical 

conversation with his opponents regarding the divinity of the Son while explaining his 

Christology. Like many of Gregory’s previous efforts in defending the concept of the 

Trinity over against his opponents, he uses creation language in this sermon to bolster his 

argument against those he believes obfuscate the realities of the Trinity. He begins his 

oration by noting that the very discussion against the Eunomians is grounded in Christ, 

whom he refers to as the “New Adam.”89 Gregory demonstrates the rationale for using 

the illustration in that Adam is the first created human who brings sin and death into the 

created world; Christ, however, through death and resurrection, reverses the effects of sin 

and death which Adam brought, and instead brings grace, righteousness, and eternal life. 

The christological use of Christ as second Adam is to establish the connection between 

the first human, who is part of creation yet is a creature himself, possessing all of the 

attributes of humanity, and the second Adam, who is part of creation in that Christ is born 

                                                 

88 Ibid., Or. 29.21, 89.   

89 Ibid., Or. 30.1, 93.; Or. 30.5, 96. Gregory is here referring to Christ as the 

second Adam, which he takes from Paul the apostle in Rom 5:12–21; 1 Cor 15:22; 45; 

the is not the first time Gregory refers to Christ as the second, or new, Adam; see also 

Gregory of Nazianzus, “On the Testaments and the Coming of Christ,” in Poemata 

Arcana 45 (Carm. I.1.9, PG 37, 460–61) ed. Claudio Moreschini; trans. D. A. Sykes 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); and again in Gregory of Nazianzus, Ep. 

101.8 in On God and Christ, 160–61.  
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to the Virgin Mary in the first century, yet is not a creature, since Christ experiences a 

divine conception, and is not considered a creature.90 

 Gregory states the first objection of the Eunomians by citing a verse from 

Scripture which they frequently cite: “The LORD created me at the beginning of his 

work, the first of his acts of long ago” (Prov. 8:22). Gregory assumes that Wisdom in 

Prov 8 is Christ, yet interprets the creation of Wisdom as poetic and not literal.91 The fact 

that the Eunomians use this verse to support their view provides compelling support for 

the similarities between the early Arians and the later Arians, although there are certainly 

differences. The early Arians in which Athanasius of Alexandria writes against use the 

same verse to support the creation of the Son. Gregory’s interpretation of the text follows 

not Basil of Caesarea but Athanasius, who has the same interpretation of Prov 8 as 

Gregory.92 Alternatively, since the Son is not equated with creation, Gregory concludes 

that the Son must exist only as the one who is begotten.93 

                                                 

90 Athanasius describes the same exchange in Athanasius of Alexandria, On the 

Incarnation 9, 69, that because Adam sins in the human body, Christ needs to take on a 

human body, from the Virgin Mary, and suffer death. 

91 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 30.2, 93–94.   

92 Athanasius of Alexandria also assumes that Wisdom in Prov 8 is the Son, but 

interprets the creating of Wisdom proverbially, in Athanasius of Alexandria, Four 

Discourses Against the Arians 1.8.28–29 in Select Writings and Letters 322–23, and 

ibid., 1.6.19, 317. Basil of Caesarea comments on the same passage in Prov, yet with an 

interpretation different from both Athanasius and Gregory, to the degree that the author 

of Prov did not mean to use the word ‘create’ but, rather, ‘begot,’ in Basil of Caesarea, 

Against Eunomius 2.20 (FC 122) trans. Mark DelCogliano and Andrew Radde-Gallwitz 

(Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2011). 

93 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 30.2, 94; Or. 30.8, 99: “The 

natures are distinguished.”  
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 Instead of focusing on the relationship of the Son to the Father, as he does in Or. 

29 regarding the Son’s begottenness, in this oration Gregory correlates the relationship of 

the humanity of Christ to the divinity of Christ. As such, many of the objections revolve 

around how those two natures are reconciled in a unified person. Even in Gregory’s 

discussion of Christ’s natures, he still is able to make the affiliation between the Son who 

is a unified person, and who is the same Son who comes forth from the ingenerate 

Father.94 While it is inappropriate to force fifth-century christological ideals on Gregory, 

and anachronistic to assume Gregory’s language is identical with what is concluded at the 

Council of Chalcedon (451), while Gregory does primarily prefer to speak of a single 

divine nature in Christ, and again of a “mixture,” he certainly confesses the humanity and 

divinity of Christ, and notices that there is a “duality about him,” without meaning at all 

what is concluded in the certain Antiochene positions of the next century.95 

 In linking the person of Christ who is both divine and human, with the Father, and 

then declaring the Son (and the Father) as the Maker of the world, Gregory maintains that 

there is only one creation. The Son did not create one world and the Father another; the 

Father and the Son, together with the Spirit create the one universe. Gregory names the 

                                                 

94 Ibid., Or. 30.7, 98–99.   

95 Ibid., Or. 30.8, 99. Although it is present in some of Gregory’s statements, 

Beeley overplays Christ’s singular identity in Gregory. When one takes Gregory’s 

writings as a whole, not just in isolated statements, they point to a Christology which, at 

many times, distinguishes quite clearly between two natures in Christ, as in ibid., Or. 

30.5, 96–97. See Christopher A. Beeley, The Unity of Christ: Continuity and Conflict in 

Patristic Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 188. For a clear 

distinction in Gregory of two distinct natures which exist together in a unified Christ see 

Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 37.2, 338. 
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Son as the Wisdom who is the maker of the world.96 The Father and the Son share equal 

responsibility over the creation, and the Father and the Son share a continual role in 

sustaining the creation.97 Gregory provides the illustration of one Creator juxtaposed with 

the one creation in order to respond to the supposed claim by the Eunomians that if the 

Son is the one who creates the world, then there are two or more creations. This line of 

thinking by the Eunomians is consistent with their view that the Son and the Father lack a 

unity of essence, since the Son comes forth from the Father (in Eunomian perspective), as 

a created being necessarily unlike the Father. In his human nature Christ is from the line 

of Adam—a human who has, like all humans, been passed down genealogically from the 

first human—yet is the fashioner of Adam. Gregory here forms a relationship that the 

Eunomians are unwilling to make.98 

 Gregory’s conclusion to Or. 30 includes the culmination of his christological 

Trinitarianism. In other words, when Gregory links the humanity with the divinity of 

Christ in one singular person, he does so in connection with the Father, not apart from the 

Father. Christology, for Gregory, never exists by itself but must always have an 

inseparable coherence with the Trinity. Gregory writes about Trinitarianism per se, 

specifically with reference to the relationship of the Son to the Father, in Or. 29, but in 

Gregory’s second oration on the Son, Or. 30, he discusses Christology predominantly, 

                                                 

96 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 30.15, 106. Sophia, who is the 

Maker of the world: σοφία, ὁ ποιητὴς τῶν αἰὡνων. 

97 Ibid., Or. 30.11, 101–2. 

98 Ibid., Or. 30.20, 110; Or. 30.21, 111. 
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and concludes the sermon by circling back to and weaving Trinitarianism in with 

Christology.99 

 In Gregory’s final sermon of the Theological Orations, Or. 31, he once again 

provides a defense of his own thoughts on the Trinity and, in particular, the Holy Spirit, 

as well as a rationale for his own position. This oration is the longest and most significant 

of the Theological Orations mainly because it contains more unique information about 

the Holy Spirit than in Gregory’s other writings. The primary opponents in this oration 

are the Macedonians, although he continues to conjure up examples which apply to the 

Eunomians and Apollinarians, as he does in the other Theological Orations, though here 

they exist as secondary opponents. While the majority of my thesis focuses on the 

relationship of the Son to the Father, and the humanity of the Son in relationship to the 

divinity of the Son, all in relationship to creation, in my discussion of Or. 31 I focus 

rather on the Holy Spirit, and how Gregory understands the Holy Spirit in relation to 

creation, and how he uses this belief against the Macedonians. 

 Gregory directs his readers to the primary identity of his opponents by noting that 

their view of the Son is “fairly sound.”100 By stating their “fairly sound” Christology in 

brief, Gregory eliminates the soundness of the Eunomians who, as Gregory demonstrates 

in the previous Theological Orations, hold to a Christology that is completely 

unacceptable to Gregory. Gregory’s discussion in this oration revolves around the Spirit, 

and the arguments are much more tedious than with the Son, since they are more difficult 

                                                 

99 Ibid., Or. 30.20, 109–10. 

100 Gregory uses the word μετριάζοντες, translated here as “fairly sound,” and it 

carries with it the idea of moderate and measured views. Ibid., Or. 31.1, 117. 
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to identify in Scripture. Gregory attempts to draw out the equality of essence in the three 

persons when he writes: “ ‘In your light we shall see light.’ We receive the Son’s light 

from the Father’s light in the light of the Spirit.”101 Gregory is able to support, from 

Scripture, that the Father and the Son are regarded in the same ways, in certain respects, 

as the Spirit. 

 Gregory takes up cosmological language when he writes that the Spirit is 

understood in similar ways to the Father and the Son when confessing the timing of their 

existence. If the Son does not exist at a period in time, then likewise the Father also does 

not exist, nor does the Spirit exist, at a period in time.102 Gregory’s argument for the 

eternal presence and uncreated existence of the Son becomes the same argument for that 

of the Spirit.103 If the Spirit is created, however, one must not make a comparison 

between the Spirit with humanity as a created being; instead, Gregory argues, the Spirit 

exists before creation and is not ranked amongst the created order.104  

                                                 

101 Ibid., Or. 31.3, 18. Gregory derives this phrase from the Psalter: “For with you 

is the fountain of life; in your light we see light” (Ps 36:9). The quotations here are from 

the NRSV and differ from the LXX rendering. This phrase is important for Christopher 

Beeley, who subtitles his book after Gregory’s phrase: Beeley, Gregory of Nazianzus on 

the Trinity and the Knowledge of God: In Your Light We Shall See Light. See also John 

A. McGuckin, “ ‘Perceiving Light from Light in Light’ (Oration 31.3) The Trinitarian 

Theology of Saint Gregory the Theologian,” GOTR 39 (1994): 7–32.   

102 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.4, 119. For a similar 

argument see Athanasius of Alexandria, Four Discourses Against the Arians 39, 415 in 

Select Writings and Letters. 

103 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.4, 119. 

104 Ibid. 
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 Gregory acknowledges that there are at least three ways of thinking along the 

oppositional line—first, those who describe the Spirit as an activity of the Father (the 

Eunomians), and referred to the Spirit as a creature. Others, like the Macedonians, remain 

agnostic on the matter and view the Spirit as a co-worker with the Father—they did not 

disrespect the Spirit but did not confess the Spirit as divine.105 Thus, the discussion of the 

Spirit as eternal as opposed to a creature speaks directly to the Eunomians in this oration, 

while the Macedonians are addressed for the purposes of convincing them to view the 

Spirit as they view the Son, eternal and of the same essence as the Father. Gregory 

demonstrates that this oration does have at least a two-fold audience, as far as his 

opponents are concerned, when he confirms that the Spirit is not considered as a creature 

or as a product of the Father.106 Against the Eunomians Gregory writes that the Spirit is 

neither ingenerate, like the Father, nor begotten, like the Son. Instead, the Spirit must 

proceed from the Father alone. The Spirit is not ingenerate; otherwise two ingenerates 

would exist, and the Spirit is therefore not from the Father in any sense. Neither is the 

Spirit begotten of the Father, since the Son is the only-begotten Son, and Jesus declares 

that the Spirit proceeds from the Father in John’s Gospel, and because he proceeds, he is 

not, for that reason, a creature.107 Thus, the relationship of the Father to the Spirit is 

distinguished from the relationship between the Father and the Son, since the Spirit is not 

understood as a “brother” or a “grandson” of the Son, though for Gregory “brother” 

                                                 

105 Ibid., Or. 31.5, 119–20. 

106 Ibid., Or. 31.6, 120–21. 

107 Ibid., Or. 31.8, 122; John 15:26. 
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becomes an innocuous designation, if the Eunomians insist upon it, since Gregory can 

defend why that language is used without at the same time confessing Eunomian 

beliefs.108 

 In seeking to provide an admittedly imperfect example from nature to support the 

eternal relationships of the persons of the Trinity, Gregory discusses the relationships 

between some of the first humans in the creation narrative: Adam, Eve, and Seth. All 

three have different states of existence, though all three are equally human, and each one 

uniquely has her or his own origin. This is the best model from which Gregory can 

devise, and it is an example from the Genesis creation narrative which is used in order to 

defend the three divine persons of the Trinity.109 Gregory writes that those who worship 

the Trinity worship in the Spirit of God, and thus the Spirit is not a creature, against the 

                                                 

108 Ibid., Or. 31.7, 121. Gregory admits the complexity of this theology when he 

states: “ ‘What, then, is ‘proceeding?’ You explain the ingeneracy of the Father and I will 

give you a biological account of the Son’s begetting and the Spirit’s proceeding—and let 

us go mad the pair of us for prying into God’s secrets,” in ibid., Or. 31.8, 122. Gregory 

hints at the intended recipients of this analogy when he asks them to cease their fighting 

against the Spirit: παύσῃ οὖν ἀπομαχόμενος πρὸς τὸ πνεῦμα (those “fighting desperately 

against the Spirit”), in Or. 31.11, 125. Gregory previously mentions the 

Pneumatomachians when he refers to the “enemies of the Spirit” (πολεμίους τοῦ 

Πνεύματος) in Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 11.6, 35. Gregory refers to the 

Macedonians as such because of Athanasius of Alexandria’s previous usage of the term 

to refer to his own theological opponents, the Tropikoi, who did not confess the full 

divinity of the Holy Spirit. Athanasius writes that the Holy Spirit is not a creature, as 

those who fight against the Spirit (Πνευματομαχοῦντες) confess, in Athanasius of 

Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.32.1–2, in Works on the Spirit: 

Athanasius and Didymus, 103. It should be noted, however, that Athanasius’s “fighters 

against the Spirit” are to be distinguished from Gregory’s Spirit fighters, the 

Macedonians. 

109 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.11, 124–25. Gregory uses 

the same example previously in ibid., “On the Spirit,” in Poemata Arcana 13 (Carm. 

I.1.3, PG 37, 4411). 



231 

Eunomians and Macedonians who claim that the Son, though a creation, made everything 

else, citing Scripture which declares that all things are made by the Son, implying that the 

Son created the Spirit.110 Gregory rebuts his opponents when he stresses that “all things 

which were made, were made by the Son.”111 At times it is difficult to determine which 

opponents Gregory has in mind in Or. 31. He vacillates between the Eunomians and the 

Macedonians. Gregory addresses the Macedonians while referring to the Eunomians 

when he writes: “Are you not ditheists? If you deny the worship of the Only-begotten as 

well, you align yourselves with our opponents.”112 

 In providing a loose formula for understanding the Trinity against both the 

Eunomians and Macedonians, Gregory offers an example from creation in which he 

states that the Trinity exists undivided, as if it is a single intermingling of light, which 

exists in three mutually-connected suns.113 Gregory’s illustration from nature is not his 

only analogy from the created world as light becomes Gregory’s primary example for the 

illumination of the human by God.114 God is the primary cause of light, as God is light. In 

Or. 31, however, Gregory writes that the primal cause is found in the Trinity, as opposed 

                                                 

110 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.12, 125–26. 

111 Ibid. See also John 1:3, to which Gregory refers. 

112 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.13, 127. 

113 Ibid., Or. 31.14, 127. Elsewhere, Gregory admits that while examples from 

creation aid the learner in understanding more about the Trinity, in the end, all examples 

from creation fail to reveal the fullness of the Trinity, in ibid., Or., 31.31, 141. 

114 See especially ibid., Or. 28.3, 38–39; Or. 31.26, 137. See Or. 31.27, 138 for 

Gregory’s explanation on the progressive illumination of God. 
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to the Father.115 On the other hand, Gregory more consistently discusses the Father as the 

source of the divinity of the Son and the Spirit.116 

 Regarding the Macedonians who struggle to accept the full divinity of the Spirit, 

Gregory aims to persuade them by reviewing the progressive revelation of God to 

creation: “It was dangerous for the Son to be preached openly when the Godhead of the 

Father was still unacknowledged. It was dangerous, too, for the Holy Spirit to be made 

(and here I use a rather rash expression) an extra burden, when the Son had not been 

received.”117 Gregory writes that it is appropriate that God is revealed piecemeal, which 

is reflected not only in the biblical narrative but also in the enlightenment of the church, 

especially with reference to the Trinity.118 The Spirit, therefore, as the presence of God 

on the created earth after the Son ascends, ministers to humanity in numerous ways, and 

                                                 

115 This is an important distinction, since in Or. 29.14 and Or. 31.33 Gregory 

refers to the Father as the primal cause. One can logically conclude that Or. 29.14 is the 

norm in Gregory’s thinking and that this example in Or. 31 is an arbitrary usage of the 

saying simply implying Trinitarian perichoresis. For a discussion on this issue see John P. 

Egan, “Toward a Trinitarian Perichoresis: Saint Gregory the Theologian, Oration 31.14,” 

GOTR 39 (1994): 83–93, though this article discusses more about Pseudo-Cyril’s 

implementation of Gregory than about Gregory’s text itself. 

116 As in Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 29.2, 70; ibid., Or. 30.2, 

94; ibid., Festal Orations, Or. 40.43, 138. Athanasius of Alexandria writes that the Father 

is the originator of the Son, yet the Son is eternal, in Athanasius of Alexandria, Four 

Discourses Against the Arians 1.30, 324 in Select Writings and Letters. Gregory certainly 

is informed by Athanasius in this regard, but he is also well aware of Origen’s thought, 

since Origen concludes nearly the same thing in Origen, On First Principles 2.2.1–2 

trans. G. W. Butterworth (Notre Dame: Ave Maria, 2013), 101–2. 

117 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.26, 137. 

118 Historically the church accepts the doctrine of the Trinity progressively; i.e., 

the regula fidei, the Council of Nicea in 325, the Council of Constantinople in 381, etc. 
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is declared through Scripture as consubstantial with the Father and the Son.119 Gregory 

writes that the Spirit is the one who created and creates anew through baptism and 

resurrection.120 It is not clear whether ‘created’ is modifying ‘baptism’ and ‘creates’ is 

modifying ‘rebirth’ here or if ‘creates’ is modifying both ‘baptism’ and ‘resurrection.’ If 

the latter is true, Gregory is implying his belief in the role of the Spirit at creation. The 

Spirit gives life and is present at creation.121 Absent in Gregory’s writings are explicit 

references to the Spirit as Creator, and so one assumes that, for Gregory, the Father and 

Son are referred to as Creator in Scripture, and that the Spirit is active in creation, as in 

Gen 1, though Gregory does not make reference to this chapter for this reason. By 

default, the Spirit must be active in creation for Gregory, since the Spirit always 

accompanies Christ. Gregory’s view here follows Basil of Caesarea, who does not name 

                                                 

119 See Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.29–30, where Gregory 

reveals a “swarm of proof-texts” from over sixty references from Scripture supporting the 

functions, ministries, and divinity of the Spirit, revealed in successive and ambitious 

fashion in order to smother his opponents who claimed that Gregory’s belief that the 

Spirit is consubstantial with the Father and the Son is not found in the Bible. 

120 Gregory is likely referring to the Spirit as the one who creates new life as 

portrayed in baptism, and resurrection life in the last days, as in Ps 104:30 and Ezek 

37:5–14, where the Spirit is the renewer of creation. Gregory uses similar language when 

he refers to the “rebirth” of a Christian in ibid., Or. 31.28, 139: “From the Spirit comes 

our rebirth, from rebirth comes a new creating, from new creating a recognition of the 

worth of him who effected it.” I refer to the NRSV here and throughout and not the LXX. 

121 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.29, 139–40. 
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the Spirit as Creator but as Perfector (alongside the Father who wills creation and the Son 

who creates).122  

As a whole, Gregory’s intransigent view of the Spirit against the Macedonians is 

comparable to Athanasius of Alexandria’s doctrine of the Spirit and is to be distinguished 

from Basil’s pneumatology, and for his day some consider Gregory as a kind of 

pneumatological maverick. Gregory confesses openly that the Spirit is consubstantial 

with the Father: “What, then? Is the Spirit God? Certainly. Is he consubstantial? Yes, if 

he is God.”123 Athanasius writes that to name the Spirit is to name God: “And when the 

Spirit is given to us—the Savior said: Receive the Holy Spirit—God is in us.”124 Basil 

believes in the deity of the Spirit, as is evidenced clearly in his On the Holy Spirit, 

although in all of his writings he never explicitly states that the Spirit is God.125 

                                                 

122 Ibid. See also Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 32.8, 196–97; and 

Basil of Caesarea, Exegetic Homilies, Hex. 1.3–4; 2.2; 3.5, 6–8; 22–24; 44–45, as well as 

ibid., On the Holy Spirit 16.38, 71. 

123 Gregory of Nazianzus, On God and Christ, Or. 31.10, 123. 

124 Athanasius of Alexandria, Letters to Serapion on the Holy Spirit 1.19.7, 83. 

125 See especially Basil of Caesarea, On the Holy Spirit 23.54, trans. Stephen M. 

Hildebrand (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 92–93. Gregory writes 

the following regarding Basil’s confession: “That he, as well as any one, acknowledged 

that the Spirit was God is quite clear from his frequent public preaching of this truth, 

whenever occasion offered, and from his forthright confession of it when he was 

questioned in private,” in Gregory of Nazianzus, Funeral Orations, Or. 43.69 (FC 22:87) 

trans. Leo P. McCauley et al. (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America 

Press, 1953). Gregory admits to the absence of the confession of the consubstantiality of 

the Spirit in Basil’s writings. The reason is supported from Gregory’s own rationale about 

the progressive revelation of the Spirit in history, of which Basil and Gregory each are a 

part. See ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 31.26, 137. 
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 Gregory’s five Theological Orations, as a unit, provide the clearest picture of the 

Trinity in all of Gregory’s writings. The doctrine of the Trinity exists in all stages of 

Gregory’s writing career, and together they form a whole, while Ors. 27–31 contribute 

the bulk of Gregory’s thoughts on Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Their five-fold nature has 

much to do with this, since the intention is that these orations are read as a unity, and as 

such they also afford the reader to discern Gregory’s context in which these sermons are 

delivered. To a degree, all three of Gregory’s theological opponents are in mind: 

Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the Macedonians. Gregory arranges much of his 

material in these sermons around objections or supposed objections to his faith, with 

fervent responses, and so the force of these sermons, invectives at times, is rhetorical and 

polemical, a response and an indefatigable attack against those who disagree with his 

view on God. As such, they present the narrative and theme of creation as support and 

rationale for believing in the three persons of the Trinity.   

  

Orations after the Theological Orations 

 Gregory’s Theological Orations employ motifs of creation against his opponents. 

Because of the necessary polemical nature of these five orations, creation language is 

uncharacteristically obvious. For this reason, his writings of a non-polemical nature 

include less of his Trinitarian arguments. Gregory’s Constantinopolitan orations 

composed after the Theological Orations are his literary forerunners to his theological 

thought which is espoused at the Council of Constantinople (381). These orations reveal 

Gregory’s preoccupations about the upcoming Council of Constantinople (381), though 
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sometimes his ecclesiastical concerns overtake his theological agenda, the apogee of 

which occurs at that council.  

 

Orations after the Theological Orations during 380 

Gregory’s first orations after the Theological Orations focus more on 

ecclesiastical concerns than on dogmatic theology. As such, pastoral matters are the locus 

of Gregory’s thought until he begins his trilogy series, On the Theophany, the first of 

which (Or. 38) he delivers in 380. The homiletic content of the festival sermons at the 

Christmas season naturally lends itself to the discussion of the divine economy and the 

theologia. Gregory writes Ors. 25–26 and 36–38 during this time, and I evaluate those 

texts as they provide Trinitarian polemical discussion described in creation-themed 

language.  

 Gregory hints at the identity of his present opponents in Or. 25 when he provides 

a short history of the “heretics,” as he describes them, of the Christian church. He names 

the chief proponent of those who mutilate the Godhead as Arius, whom he writes is 

defeated by the church fathers at Nicea (325), though he does not mention Apollinarius, 

the Eunomians, or the Macedonians by name.126 Gregory discredits the views and 

belittles the followers of Arius by sarcastically referring to them as “experts,” while 

providing a brief but very dense explanation of the relationships between the three 

persons of the Trinity.127 This blunt onslaught attacks the premise that the Son and the 

                                                 

126 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 25.8, 163–64. 

127 Ibid., Or. 25.16, 171–72. 
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Spirit are creatures. Moreover Gregory insists in the tract that the Son is the only-

begotten of the Father, and that the Son is eternally a Son to the eternal Father. The Spirit, 

he asserts, did not begin at creation and will not end at a point in time. The Father, then, 

does not create the Son and the Spirit, but is rather their cause. This does not mean that 

the Son and the Spirit have a beginning, but rather it means that the Father is their eternal 

cause. The Father is, moreover, a partaker with them of a singular and eternal divinity.128 

Gregory’s audience in this oration is Maximus the Cynic, and much of Gregory’s 

discussion regards ecclesiastical concerns between the two. Gregory finds it necessary, 

however, as he briefly mentions the followers of Arius in passing, that he should refute 

their teaching by describing the relationships of the persons of the Trinity using language 

rooted in creation. In all of Gregory’s great displeasure regarding the insufficient views 

of his opponents, Gregory takes an apologetic tone in which he provides these details to 

Maximus for Maximus’s benefit, as a fellow Christian worker.129  

In Gregory’s subsequent sermon, Or. 26, he focuses even more on ecclesiastical 

matters. Thus he does not return to the brief but important Trinitarian exposition from the 

previous sermon but rather concludes with one descriptive statement on the Trinity. In his 

statement he nonetheless returns to confessing the Trinity in terms of the relationship of 

the persons to each other and to the creation: “The Unbegotten and the Begotten and the 

                                                 

128 Ibid. 

129 Ibid., Or. 25.18, 173. Gregory advises Maximus to “be contemptuous of 

objections and counter-arguments, and the newfangled piety of piddling wisdom” and 

that “It is not terrible to be bested in argument…What is terrible is experiencing the loss 

of one’s God,” in ibid. This oration shows all the signs of an apology, though it was not 

received this way, as Maximus later betrays Gregory. 
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One who Proceeds are one nature, three particularities.”130 In his following sermon in 

Constantinople, Or. 36, Gregory also discusses ecclesiastical concerns and only briefly 

directs his audience to contend for the Trinity.131 

 Gregory’s Or. 37 is an extended exposition on Matt 19 and divorce. In it, Gregory 

recalls the prologue of John’s Gospel in which the Word of God is referred to as existing 

alongside God at the creation of the world. Gregory describes the Son as the one who is 

both above time and one who came under time, clearly referring to the human and divine 

natures of the Son.132 Gregory describes, against the teachings of Apollinarius, the 

teaching that the Son is one made out of the two; that is, the Son is two natures meeting 

in one, but is not referred to as two sons.133 This example is rare in Gregory. Here he uses 

creation-themed language to support the Trinity and condemn his opponents. Usually he 

condemns them with reference to the relationship between the Father and the Son.134 

Here, however, he refers to the idea that the Son is also part of creation in that the Son 

                                                 

130 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 26.19, 116. 

131 Ibid., Select Orations, Or. 36.10, 228: “You must keep the confession in 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit firm and intact, adding nothing, or subtracting, or 

diminishing its single divinity,” and those who think otherwise are “poisoners of the 

truth” who dissolve and separate “the One into a sliding scale of natures” in ibid. Gregory 

is undoubtedly referring to the Eunomians.  

132 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 37.2, 338. 

133 Ibid. In confessing a true human nature in Christ, Gregory rules out the thought 

of Apollinarius, who taught that the Son did not possess a human mind. 

134 Ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 29.3, 71. 
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takes part of and actually becomes human and so, in a broader sense, the Maker of all 

experiences living as part of creation.135 

 Gregory’s statement that the Son is part of creation demonstrates that he is eager 

to accept the true humanity of the Son, which Apollinarius is unwilling to do. By stating 

that the Son takes part in creation, Gregory runs an apparent liability of leaning too close 

to the Arian line of reasoning. However, since Gregory clearly differentiates his thinking 

from Arian and later Eunomian thinking, he senses no negative burden when he employs 

terminology that is prevalent in Arian literature and freely applies it to his own anti-

Eunomian thought. Since he has presented his Trinitarian position clearly elsewhere, he 

sees no risk in this strategy. Gregory can therefore write that the Son is part of creation 

since the Son is a human, and came to live as a human at a certain period in time. Yet 

quite significantly there is a time in eternity when the Son is not a human, nor did he take 

part, as a human, with those who are created by God. The answer to the Arian objection, 

“Is He therefore a Creature, because He careth for the creature?” then, is clearly 

negative.136 Gregory concludes that if Christ is a creature, then the Arians (or Eunomians) 

                                                 

135 Ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 37.3, 338–39. See also ibid., 

Festal Orations, Or. 45.9, 169. 

136 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 37.4, 339. 

Gregory admits the dangers of using “Corporeal names when discoursing of the 

incorporeal” but concludes that he has “no other words to use,” and so he uses what 

words are at his disposal, in ibid. 



240 

worship not the one who creates but a creation.137 If the Spirit, likewise, is a creature, 

then Gregory’s opponents’ baptism has no meaning.138  

 In Or. 38, Gregory writes a sermon on the Theophany that is grouped together 

with two other festal sermons, Ors. 39–40, which Gregory delivers the following year, in 

381.139 Gregory delivers this first sermon to his congregation in Constantinople, in which 

he provides the content of the economy of salvation, as Gregory uses the phrase.140 

Gregory begins his Christmastide sermon by announcing the birth of Christ, the one who 

“is from the beginning,” and by stating that this implies both the human (nativity) and 

divine (pre-existence of Christ, understood in terms of the creation as well as the nativity) 

natures of the Son.141 Gregory nuances the concept even further when he writes that the 

“timeless has a beginning” at the incarnation, and that the Son exists always but is born 

                                                 

137 Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 37.18, 343. 

138 Ibid. 

139 Ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, 117, though John McGuckin believes that 

Gregory delivers this trilogy of sermons during the first week of January, 381, in John A. 

McGuckin, Saint Gregory of Nazianzus, 336–37. I assume a delivery date of December 

25, 380, which is consistent with the tradition of Gregory’s day: “Christ is born—give 

praise,” and “Today is the feast of God’s appearing [Theophany], or of the Nativity,” in 

Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.1, 117; Or. 38.3, 118. Either way, 

one can conclude that the first sermon is delivered during the early winter season of 380–

381. 

140 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 45.4, 164. Although Gregory 

delivers this sermon to his congregation, he at times certainly has his Eunomian 

opponents in mind, even though the oration is not directly addressed to them: “Let the 

heretics wear out their tongues with chatter” regarding the incarnation of the eternal Son 

of God, in ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.2, 118. 

141 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.1, 117–18. 
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for the sake of humanity, which are obvious references to the Maker of all existing as part 

of the creation.142 

 In a different analogy, Gregory contrasts the first Adam with the second Adam, 

Christ. He describes the first Adam as representative of that which humans aim to “put 

off,” and the second Adam is the goal of Christians and in whom they should “put on.”143 

Gregory portrays Christ as the solution to the problems that the first Adam creates in the 

creation. As a result, Gregory urges his recipients to aim not for sin (Adam) but for life 

(Christ); not for death, but for the resurrected life; and not for creation, but for re-

creation.144 Here, Gregory uses an illustration from Scripture not to assail his enemies but 

rather to encourage his own congregation.145 Nevertheless, creation (and re-creation) still 

finds its meaning in Christ. 

 Gregory again makes the identity of his indirect audience known when he 

discusses the eternality of the Father and the Son. For the Eunomians, the Son has a 

beginning in the Father, but Gregory demands that the Son is understood as eternal, in the 

same sense that the Father is eternal, while at the same time confessing the Father as the 

                                                 

142 Ibid., Or. 38.2, 118; Or. 38.3, 118. 

143 Ibid., Or. 38.4, 118; Gregory’s analogy comes from Eph 4:22–24. 

144 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.4, 118–19. 

145 Gregory hints at the purpose of the sermon, which is rooted in the economy of 

salvation, when he writes that “Our discourse is about God, and therefore divine, and its 

purpose is that you may go on from here to share in true luxuries that will never come to 

an end,” in ibid., Or. 38.6, 119. 
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eternal cause of the eternal Son.146 Gregory also gathers the reader’s attention by 

distinguishing between theologia and economia.147 He writes that it is not his intention in 

this sermon to discuss the matters of God as he does in the Theological Orations. 

Gregory writes that at this point he wishes instead to discuss how God works in creation 

to bring about salvation: “So much for our present philosophical reflections on God. For 

this is not the time for such things, since our present task is to speak not about God in 

himself but about what God has done for us!”148 Part of what God does, writes Gregory, 

is create the world, and the world is necessarily created out of the goodness of God as 

Creator, and God’s activities throughout all creation all point back to God’s goodness.149 

This Creator, therefore, brings into motion the immaterial world and the material world, 

revealing his nature in each.150 

 Remaining in the economic realm, Gregory lingers in his discussion on creation, 

maintaining that the Son is the creative Word who, while able to mingle together for 

                                                 

146 Ibid., Or. 38.8, 120. 

147 Θεολογία (theology), for Gregory, involves discussion about the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit, and about how the three persons relate to one another and share a single 

divine essence. Οἰκονομία (economy), also used here by Gregory, represents the ways in 

which the persons of the Trinity work throughout time in aiding the redemption of 

humanity and the creation. 

148 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.8, 120. Though note that 

Gregory immediately then discusses the Trinity: “And when I say the word ‘God,’ I mean 

Father and Son and Holy Spirit,” in ibid. (quoted by Gregory verbatim in 382/383 in 

Festal Orations, Or. 45.4, 164). It is noteworthy that Gregory uses creation-themed 

language when he writes of both the theologia and of the economia, as in ibid., On God 

and Christ, Or. 30.2, 94; ibid., Festal Orations, Or. 45.4, 164. 

149 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.9, 121. 

150 Ibid., Or. 38.10, 121–22. 
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humans their material and immaterial constitution, crafts a human being—namely, 

Adam.151 In this illustration Gregory indirectly returns once again to the theme that, as a 

human, Christ is or becomes part of the created order, while simultaneously remaining 

the one who fashions that creation. The creation seen at the beginning of the world, then, 

reveals God’s intentions for both brining into existence and populating the new creation, 

which falls from grace in the garden of Eden.152 The fall of Adam, therefore, represents 

God’s imperfect creation that fails in its mission and sets in motion a humanity which 

suffers as a result.153 

 Gregory provides an answer to the problem that Adam creates by describing the 

significance of the coming of Christ as a human and as part of creation. The Word of God 

is the cause from cause, light from light, taking on flesh for the sake of others’ flesh.154 

Gregory then employs a term that needs explanation. For Gregory, Christ is the “mixture” 

in that he possesses humanity and divinity.155 Without placing fifth-century norms and 

controversies on Gregory, which is anachronistic, Gregory means that the two natures 

                                                 

151 Ibid., Or. 38.11, 122. 

152 Ibid., Or. 38.12, 122–23. Gregory follows Origen’s example in Origen, On 

First Principles 1.4, 51–55. 

153 Gregory’s association of Adam’s sin with the rest of humanity’s is not based 

off of the creation narrative alone but rather the Pauline typology of Adam and Christ in 

Rom 5:12–21 and 1 Cor 15:20–22.  

154 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.13, 123. Gregory adds 

that Christ possesses a true human soul, a remark certainly aimed at Apollinarius, who 

denied this idea. Gregory writes that the Son became human in every sense like other 

humans, except for sin, in ibid. 

155 Ibid., Or. 38.13, 123. Mixture = μίξις. 
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come together in the one person of Christ. Interestingly, Gregory brings his 

Creature/creation connection to the forefront when he states: “the uncreated one is 

created.”156 Gregory continually seeks to describe Christ in terms of creation, and this 

illustration is merely drawn to highlight the dual natures of Christ, and cannot mean, in 

light of his other writings, that the Son is created by the Father but rather that the Son is a 

“creature” as one understands the Son’s humanity, at the nativity.157  

 Gregory’s sermon for Theophany is addressed to his orthodox community, but 

certainly they are aware of Arius and those who align with certain degrees of his 

teaching, as is expected of anyone who sits under Gregory’s unremitting teaching. 

Therefore, the occasional reminder of their teaching is expected, as in Gregory’s brief 

vilification of his opponents: “What do the opportunists have to say about this—those 

malicious calculators of divinity, talking down what should be held in honor.”158 While 

the struggle of the Eunomians is primarily with the relationship of the Son to the Father, 

Gregory continues to focus on the relationship of the human and divine natures of the 

Son, and so indirectly writes against the teachings of Apollinarius. By continually 

stressing that the Son comes to earth as part of creation, who “through a soul bowed 

down to the earth,” he not only accentuates the full humanity of the Son, but this is often 

coupled with a description of the Son who is not only a human, but is related to the 

                                                 

156 Ibid., Or. 38.13, 124. 

157 Ibid.; ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 30.11, 102. 

158 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.14, 124. 
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Father from before the creation of the world as well as in an eternal sense.159 As Gregory 

moves toward the conclusion of his sermon, he reminds his listeners that the actions of 

Christ on earth, and the eternal movements of the three persons of the Trinity, are also 

appropriated in the life of the one who has faith by way of divinization or, as Gregory 

writes, “my return to the first Adam.”160 

 Gregory writes five orations, Ors. 25–26 and 36–38, in the year 380, after the 

completion of the Theological Orations. The majority of these consider pastoral 

concerns, though even in that context Gregory always finds a way to discuss Trinitarian 

theology, and to disparage those who oppose his message.161 Or. 38 provides by far the 

most detailed discussion of creation in these orations, and they are delivered to his own 

congregation, designed both to instruct and to warn. This oration is part one of a three-

part festal series, delivered at Christmastime, 380. Gregory delivers the other two festal 

sermons at the beginning of the following year, and he also provides helpful discussion 

on the economy of salvation and how the persons of the Trinity interact with creation. 

Gregory then uses this discourse in order to bolster his own Trinitarian thinking over 

against his enemies. 

                                                 

159 Ibid. 

160 Ibid., Or. 38.16, 126. Gregory is not referring to Adam as a symbol for sin, as 

he does with reference to the first creation, contrasting it with the goal of re-creation, as 

in ibid, Or. 38.4, 119. Instead, Gregory looks to the original state of Adam which, 

although not perfect, is free from sin. Thus, Gregory analyzes the creation narrative of 

Adam from at least two different perspectives: Adam before the fall and Adam after the 

fall. 

161 As in Gregory of Nazianzus, Select Orations, Or. 25.16, 171–72; ibid., 

Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 26.19, 116; ibid., Select Orations, Or. 36.10, 228; ibid., Select 

Orations and Select Letters, Or. 37.4, 339; and most especially Or. 38. 
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Orations after the Theological Orations during 381 

 Gregory publishes fifteen sermons in the year 380, marking his most productive 

period. The year 381 proves to be the most important of his ecclesiastical career. Gregory 

attends and later becomes president of the Council of Constantinople (381). While he 

only produces three sermons in 381, three of which are completed before the council, 

Gregory provides dense Trinitarian discussion in creation-themed language in his two 

Constantinopolitan sermons, Or. 39–40. These two sermons, along with Or. 38, comprise 

Gregory’s festal sermons from 380 and 381 which carefully address the economy of 

salvation and the activities of the persons of the Trinity. I discuss them insofar as they 

explain the Trinity in the language of creation for the purpose of providing theological 

and polemical literature against Gregory’s opponents.  

 Oration 39, Gregory’s second festal sermon from 380/381, is an oration on the 

baptism of Christ, and it highlights the persons of the Trinity as they reach out to the 

created order to become manifested at this unique event in the life of Christ.162 As 

Gregory commences his sermon to his Constantinopolitan congregants, he reflects upon 

the exclusive event of the baptism of Christ, and how it shines light upon all those who, 

through the loss of light because of the fall of humanity at the beginning of the creation, 

are in need of enlightenment and remain in darkness.163 As the fall of humanity at the 

beginning of creation results in darkness, Gregory maintains that there is consolation in 

becoming as Adam existed before his fall. Gregory yearns for the new creation, a time 

                                                 

162 Matt 3:16–17; Mark 1:10–11; Luke 3:21–22.   

163 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 39.1, 128. 
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which, as Gregory states, recaptures the essence of pre-fall Adam, who knew neither 

shame nor darkness.164 

 That Gregory abhors the fall of Adam is clear when he recalls the ills of society, 

the pagan rituals of the Greeks, and the blatant disobedience by creation of its Creator to 

the extent that the image of the Creator, which God gave to created humans in the 

beginning, is marred and brought into contempt.165 Instead of wandering away from God 

and following the path of a creation which does not honor its Creator, Gregory urges his 

listeners to ascend above creation. Contemplating God and philosophizing about divine 

things usually means discussion about the relationships of the persons of the Trinity. 

Gregory typically employs themes from creation in order to make a compelling case for 

the existence of a more superior God than that of Gregory’s opponents.166 Gregory 

describes the God in whom he speaks: “And when I speak of God, let yourselves be 

surrounded with a flash of that light which is both one and three: three in properties, or 

indeed in hypostases,” and he adds that the purpose of a true Trinitarian theology is not 

                                                 

164 Ibid., Or. 39.2, 128. Gregory’s example evokes his saying from the previous 

sermon: “Not celebrating this creation, but our re-creation,” in ibid., Or. 38.4, 119. 

Again, Gregory makes a distinction between pre-fall Adam and post-fall Adam, in the 

same way that he does in ibid., Or. 38.16, 126. Thus, again, one must sharpen the 

distinction so that one does not conclude that Gregory believes that the pre-fall Adam is 

superior to post-resurrection Christ. That distinction is made clear in ibid., Or. 38.4, 119, 

but blurred here in ibid., Or. 39.2, 128. To reiterate, Gregory finds that Adam’s original 

state as sinless is superior to the sinful state of humans in his day, but that the state of 

humans at the new creation is far superior yet. 

165 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 39.6–7, 130–31. 

166 Ibid., Or. 39.8, 131. 
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the words themselves but the meaning of the words: “For we will not become involved in 

a battle over names, as long as the syllables point towards the same notion.”167 

Gregory makes a transition from the moral to the theological by naming his 

theological opponents and then using the opportunity to exhort the congregation on the 

proper understanding of God. He ruminates how Arius alienates himself from the church 

in that he is evil and impious, and cuts the divinity into unequal pieces.168 Gregory, 

instead, insists upon the shared equal divinity of the three persons of the Trinity. Gregory 

explains that the Father is without a beginning, but the Son has a beginning, from the 

Father, though not in time. In that sense, the Son is also without a beginning, and the Son 

comes forth from the Father, also without a beginning in time, though the Spirit’s source 

is the Father.169 Gregory’s illustrations are against his opponents. Gregory’s Pauline 

illustration of God, from whom all things exist, the Son, through whom all things exist, 

and the Spirit, by whom all things exist, certainly defines the Trinity in terms of the 

persons taking an active role in the creation of the world.170 Gregory again employs the 

human analogy through the examples of Adam, Eve, and Seth to illustrate the distinct 

persons of the Trinity who share an equal divine nature.171 

                                                 

167 Ibid., Or. 39.11, 132. 

168 Ibid., 133. 

169 Ibid., Or. 39.12, 133. 

170 Ibid.; Rom 11:36; 1 Cor 8:6. 

171 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 39.12, 133; Gregory adopts 

this example previously in ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 31.11, 124–25, and ibid., “On 

the Spirit,” in Poemata Arcana 13 (Carm. I.1.3, PG 37, 4411). 
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Gregory arrives at the conclusion that because the Trinity exists in heaven and is 

worthy of worship, humans, or worshipers, are created in the image of their Creator, so 

that the glory of God fills the created world.172 Gregory then provides another parallel 

from creation when he writes that the Son is both the one who creates and is part of 

creation, and that the incomprehensible one is comprehended, for the love of created 

humanity.173 For Gregory, Christ is the mixture who brings together time and 

timelessness, creature and the one who creates, so that the old Adam is condemned by the 

new and superior Adam.174 By making these connections Gregory draws more parallels 

here between the Trinity and creation than in any other portion of his orations, at least in 

such a short amount of writing.  

Oration 40, On Baptism, is the third and final sermon in the festal series, and it is 

one of Gregory’s longest orations. From Gregory’s description, this oration is delivered 

the day after Or. 39, the sermon from the festival of the Day of Lights in which he 

expatiates on the baptism of Christ.175 In mentioning the baptism of Christ, Gregory 

                                                 

172 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 39.13, 133. 

173 Ibid., Or. 39.13, 134. 

174 Ibid. For other uses of Gregory’s ‘mixture’ language see ibid., On God and 

Christ, Or. 30.8, 99 and ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.13, 123. For other uses of 

Gregory’s old Adam and new Adam analogy, see ibid., Select Orations and Select 

Letters, Or. 2.24, 210;. ibid., On God and Christ, Ep. 101.8, 160–61; ibid., “On the 

Testaments and the Coming of Christ,” in Poemata Arcana 45 (Carm. I.1.9, 460–61); 

ibid., Select Orations and Select Letters, Or. 33.6, 330; ibid., On God and Christ, Or. 

30.1, 93.; ibid., Or. 30.5, 96; and ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.4, 118. 

175 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 40.1, 99. See Daley’s short 

introduction to Or. 39 for the timing of Ors. 39–40 in Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of 

Nazianzus, 127. 
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recalls the three births that occur in the life of the person of faith: creation, baptism 

(which is a covenant with God for a second life and a purer lifestyle), and re-creation.176 

He frequently mentions creation and re-creation as kinds of births, but at this point he 

adds one’s birth in the Spirit, which occurs at the moment of baptism. In fact, Gregory 

admits that the first and the third are not the topic of discussion, and for good reason, 

since he mentions them elsewhere.177 In acknowledging the illumination of baptism, 

Gregory suggests that there are at least three kinds of light between the Creator and the 

creation. The first is the eternal light of the Trinity, the second is the created light of 

angels, and the third light is the created light of all humans, though Gregory adds a fourth 

kind of light as the light which shone forth by the Creator at creation.178 

 The body of Gregory’s sermon addresses the rationale for baptism, which he 

posits is exercised in the name of the Father and Son and Holy Spirit.179 He uses this 

“deposit of the faith,” as he calls it, the triple name into which those are baptized, as an 

opportunity to describe the threeness and unity of the Trinity. Without fail he proceeds to 

attack the belief of the Arians and Eunomians when he writes that the generation of the 

Son must not cause disturbance of faith amongst his congregation; the Father does not 

lose any of the divinity in the generation, and neither is the Son a person of a lesser 

                                                 

176 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or. 40.2, 99–100; ibid., Or. 40.8, 104. 

177 Ibid., Or. 40.3, 100. See also ibid., Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 38.2, 118, and 

ibid., Festal Orations, Or. 45.1, 161. 

178 Gregory of Nazianzus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 40.5, 101. 

179 Ibid., Or. 40.41, 136. 
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divine essence than the one from whom the Son is begotten.180 Gregory himself 

repudiates the belief of the Arians and Eunomians, since they advocate a created being in 

the Son. He also recalls the Macedonians when he writes that they promote a Spirit who 

is lesser in quality than the Son.181 Gregory’s confession is the same throughout his 

writings: the Trinity is promoted through creation language, not vice versa. “Nothing in 

the Trinity, my friends, is a slave or a creature, or is introduced from outside.”182 The 

entire quest for divinization itself is in vain if the Son is a creature, since the process of 

divinization is the movement and participation of the creature with the Creator.183 

Divinization, for Gregory, remains a goal of human belief and understanding of the 

Trinity. 

 Continuing his discussion against the Arians and Eunomians, Gregory hesitatingly 

writes that the Father is greater than the Son and that the Father is the source of the Son’s 

divinity.184 He hesitates because he does not want to appear as if he believes that the 

Father is of a greater essence than the Son, but that the Father is greater than the Son 

because the Son is eternally begotten of the eternal Father. Gregory moves away from 

this parenthesis and returns again to his thesis—that baptism in the name of the Trinity is 

required of all those who profess the one faith and who desire to enter into covenant with 

                                                 

180 Ibid., Or. 40.42, 137. 

181 Ibid. 

182 Ibid. 

183 Ibid. 

184 Ibid., Or. 40.43, 138. See also ibid., Select Orations, Or. 23.8, 137; ibid., On 

God and Christ, Or. 29.2, 70; ibid., Or. 30.2, 94. 
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that same Trinity—regarding instruction in the faith. Gregory recognizes that in this 

context his purpose is not to discuss controversies, but rather to instruct in the teaching of 

the faith.185 As Gregory concludes his sermon he forcefully restates the content of the 

faith in creation language: the Father is the Creator of the world and is without beginning, 

and the Son is begotten of the Father before all time and who, in his birth from the Virgin 

Mary becomes one who is both God and human, sent for the purpose of condemning the 

sin of created humanity.186 In his zeal for the Son Gregory forgets to complete the 

illustration and omits the necessary confession of the eternal Spirit, though the Spirit is 

present in nearly every other Trinitarian confession. 

 Gregory’s orations during 381 before the Council of Constantinople (381) reveal 

Gregory’s desire to contend for his faith amongst his Constantinopolitan congregation. 

Even though he is months away from the most influential church council of his lifetime, 

he does not return to the lengthy Trinitarian discussions of his Theological Orations. 

Instead, in Ors. 39–40 Gregory discusses the economy of salvation, making mention of 

the creation narrative and creation themes as they aid in his defense of the Trinity against 

those who oppose his message—specifically Apollinarius, the Eunomians, and the 

Macedonians.187 

 

 

                                                 

185 Gregory of Nazianzus, Festal Orations, Or 40.44, 139. 

186 Ibid., Or. 40.45, 140–41. 

187 Gregory’s writings completed after the council and during his retirement 

ministry are discussed in chapter 4. 
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Conclusion 

 Gregory’s Constantinopolitan years mark the most literarily-productive period of 

his life in which he produces not many letters or poems but creates twenty-one orations 

which contain his densest expositions of theology. Because Gregory is called to the 

capital to act as a theological emissary for the orthodox faith, he recognizes the 

responsibility that is his, both towards his local congregation and against those who 

oppose his Trinitarian views. Because Gregory’s Theological Orations are his most 

important sermons as far as theological polemics are concerned, this chapter revolves 

around those orations, though I also focus on the sermons before and after those orations. 

Since I argue that Gregory employs the scriptural idea of creation in order to reinforce his 

view of the Trinity against his fourth-century opponents, I focus only on those passages 

of Gregory’s work which exist to this end. 

 Gregory produces Ors. 20, 22, 24, and 32 during the year 379, which is the first 

year he arrives in Constantinople. During his second year, he delivers Ors. 33, 23, 21, 34, 

and 41. While Ors. 22 and 24 do not advance my thesis, I do note in Or. 20 that 

Gregory’s argument is specifically with the Eunomians, and in it Gregory concludes that 

the Eunomians must confess that the begottenness of the Son is different than the 

begottenness of humans, and that the Eunomians will not embrace the Trinity until they 

embrace God with true faith that is not dominated by reason. Oration 32, however, 

addresses a broader range of aberrant Trinitarian views in which Gregory is able to 

address all of them with creation terminology. In other words, every deficiency in which 

Gregory identifies, he is able to defend his own view by using the theme of creation. 

Gregory also focuses on the Apollinarians when he writes that the Son is the Creator but 
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is also related to creation in that the Son is born of the Virgin Mary and, as a human, 

becomes part of and takes part in real human life. 

 In Or. 33 he mentions the Arians and makes common ground with them when he 

writes that they, along with Gregory, are each equally part of creation and are affected by 

the sin of Adam in the garden of Eden and are only saved and perfected by the actions of 

the second Adam, who is Christ. In Or. 23 Gregory provides one of his most extensive 

theological expositions to date. He writes, against the Eunomians, that the Father is the 

source of both the Son and the Spirit, but that their emanations occur eternally, and so 

neither the Son nor the Spirit are understood in terms of being “creations.” In addition, 

the Son and the Spirit possess a divine nature which is identical to that of the Father. 

Gregory reveals in Or. 21 that much of his Trinitarian theology is consistent with 

Athanasius of Alexandria, who also faced many Trinitarian controversies in his day. 

Gregory addresses the Arians, with whom Athanasius also contends, and they promoted a 

God who is unbegotten but is the sole possessor of deity. Gregory defends the Son and 

his generation in terms of time and in terms of creation. Overall, Gregory’s earliest 

orations from 380 mark an increase in theological polemic in which Gregory defends his 

own position on the Trinity and begins the discussion of defending the consubstantiality 

of the Spirit. 

 Gregory delivers five sermons, the Theological Orations (Ors. 27–31), in 

Constantinople in 380, and the sermons function as a unit, not only because of their 

content, but also because of the timing of their delivery. I hold that these are the most 

polemical of Gregory’s orations regarding the Trinity, and each sermon here contains 

arguments against Apollinarian, Eunomian, and Macedonian Trinitarianism and 
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Christology. In Or. 28 Gregory focuses on God as the Creator and the cause of all and 

describes the created order and its relationship to the Creator. Orations 29–30 are 

substantial sermons on the Son of God in which Gregory writes against the Eunomians 

and chronicles the eternal relationships of the persons of the Trinity, and he does so with 

reference to time—that is, the Son and the Spirit emanate from the Father before time, 

before creation, and therefore are not creatures. Gregory also writes at length on the 

human and divine natures of Christ, and concludes, as he does elsewhere, that the 

incarnation represents a mystery in that Christ the one who creates yet who takes part in 

the creation by becoming a human, yet remains fully divine. In this move Gregory links 

Trinitarianism with Christology. 

 In Or. 31 Gregory provides his most complete exposition on the Holy Spirit 

against the Eunomians and the Macedonians. Gregory contends that the Spirit is not a 

creature who comes forth from the Father but rather is one who eternally proceeds from 

the Father. He also holds that the Spirit is of the same essence as the Father, a step that 

his colleague, Basil of Caesarea, was not able to take. Gregory seeks to assure the 

Macedonians that the Spirit is not a lesser god but rather is worthy of worship, together 

with the Father and the Son. Although Gregory does not name the Spirit as Creator, he 

names the Spirit as one who is alongside the Father and the Son at creation and one who 

is absolutely necessary in the activity of creation. Gregory demonstrates that his 

pneumatology is comparable to that of Athanasius, though it is unique in his own day. 

 Gregory remains active in writing after his Theological Orations, writing five 

more sermons before the years end (Ors. 25–26 and 36–38). Most of these sermons focus 

on ecclesiastical concerns and only mention the Trinity as an aside. It is compelling, 
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however, that even when Gregory does mention the Trinity briefly he often does so in 

anti-Eunomian language. Thus, Gregory’s Trinitarian theology is sculpted by his need for 

polemical discourse against those who hold to deviant views of the Trinity. Oration 38 

marks a contrast with his Theological Orations in that he describes the economy of 

salvation from the perspective of the activities of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The 

oration is heavily centered in creation, and Gregory uses many themes from creation in 

order to define the Trinity against his opponents. Gregory lingers on the fall of humanity 

in the garden of Eden, and describes the coming of Christ as the antidote to the abysmal 

problem that Adam creates. Another theme that Gregory discusses is that Adam, in his 

sin, represents creation, and that Christ, as the victor over sin, represents re-creation, 

which the church experiences at the resurrection. 

 Gregory writes two sermons in 381 while he remains in Constantinople: Ors. 39–

40. These two sermons, together with Or. 38, form his festal orations of 380 and 381. In 

Or. 39, Gregory’s oration on baptism, he analyzes the roles of the persons of the Trinity 

in creation and the created order. While the Theological Orations focus more on the 

relationship between the Father and the Son using creation terminology, Ors. 39–40 

describe the natures of Christ in terms of creation. The natures are described in that Christ 

is the mixture who is simultaneously Maker and part of creation. Additionally, the role of 

Christ as the second Adam and as the one who reverses the effects, as the one who 

creates the world, endured by creation at the fall of Adam in the garden of Eden. Oration 

40 places the Trinitarian confession of the Christian at baptism as the vehicle for 

understanding God’s grace in the life of the believer. In this God takes a sinful human 

(from the effects of creation), washes her or him at baptism, and then provides a re-
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creation for them at the resurrection. Gregory’s final writings take place during his 

retirement years and are included in chapter 4.  

 We see that Gregory is heavily involved in theological controversy, and that most 

frequently it involves the doctrine of the Trinity. In addressing all of this opponents, he is 

able to safeguard his own thinking and counter theirs by employing examples from 

creation, either with reference to the relationship between the Father and the Son, the 

relationship between the human and divine natures of Christ, or of considering the 

importance of Christ as the second Adam, who provides re-creation for all those who 

confess and live the faith and life of the church. Gregory employs Trinitarian and 

christological hermeneutics, comparable with Origen and Athanasius, not in order to 

provide a historical picture of the biblical narrative, but rather to take the biblical 

narrative and his theological opponents and use them as a springboard to promote and 

defend that faith which is already his. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In this dissertation I have argued that Gregory of Nazianzus interprets the biblical 

theme of creation in such a way as to argue for the divinity of the persons of the Trinity 

against his later fourth-century Trinitarian opponents. I have surveyed Gregory’s works 

and have found gateways of influence from his predecessors, Origen and Athanasius of 

Alexandria, as well as his colleagues, Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa. I take a 

textual approach within the field of patristic studies in order to argue that Gregory 

follows Origen and Athanasius more often than his Cappadocian friends when he makes 

the thematic connection between Trinity and creation. Gregory’s purpose is to model a 

consistent hermeneutic that is superior to his anti-Trinitarian opponents. His goal is that 

his faith, as he has received it, might overshadow the teachings of his opponents, which 

the church rejects, for the purity and propagation of the faith.  

Gregory’s purpose in rejecting the theological conclusions of his opponents and 

promoting his faith as he has received it revolves around five central themes. First, 

Gregory views the Son as the one who creates the world and as such he is the Wisdom of 

God (Prov 8:22–31; 1 Cor 1:24). Second, because the Son is the one who creates the 

world, Gregory reads the Son into all creation texts, even if there is no immediate or 

obvious sign of the Son from the language present in the Septuagint texts. As Maker, the 

Son must necessarily be other than a creature, and must be eternally begotten of the 
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Father. Therefore, the Son comes forth from the first cause, the Father. The Son is not of 

a similar or different essence than the Father, but is of the same eternal and divine 

essence as the Father. The Father begetting the Son occurs before creation in an eternal 

sense. Since Gregory arrives at these conclusions he continually reads them into the 

creation narratives.  

Gregory’s third major theological theme is that the Son is part of the creation as a 

human, and as such he comes in the genealogical line of Adam, who is subsequently the 

first human created by the Creator. Gregory’s fourth theme ties in with the third, that the 

Son is the second and new Adam who reverses the curse which Adam set in motion. 

Themes three and four are secondary to themes one and two, but they are significant 

enough that Gregory reiterates them time and again. They are also secondary because the 

majority of Gregory’s arguments are Trinitarian in scope, while themes three and four are 

christological in nature. 

The final major theme in which Gregory connects creation and the Trinity is the 

idea that divinization is the goal of creation. At the time of creation, humans were distinct 

from the Creator, yet experienced a relationship with that Creator. Humans who are still 

waiting for the resurrection and new creation long to become godlike whereby that 

original relationship with God is restored. This is possible because the Son becomes part 

of creation as the son of the Virgin Mary and as the second Adam. The Son as the second 
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Adam can only become effective or powerful toward humanity if the Son is not created 

by the Father but is eternally begotten of the Father and is the fashioner of the world.1 

Gregory returns to these five themes throughout his writings depending upon his 

historical situation and theological context. Returning to and repeating become a pattern 

for Gregory. He explains the nature of the repetition of his arguments for the eternality of 

the Son against the Eunomians: “I am constantly repeating the same argument, since I 

fear for the crude and material style of your thought. But if you are not indulging in idle 

curiosity about the Son’s begetting (if one must call it that) or his hypostasis…then do 

not waste your efforts, either, on the procession of the Spirit.”2 Gregory finds that 

repetition is necessary because his opponents repeat the same errors consistently. 

Likewise, what may seem like repetition in a study like this may not have seemed like 

repetition to one of his hearers who perhaps only heard one or two of his sermons. 

The fact that Gregory not only extrapolates on the Trinity when he discusses 

creation but reminds his readers of the Creator when he argues for the Trinity 

demonstrates that for Gregory, the two are inseparable. This is why creation as well as 

Trinity are dominant themes in Gregory’s writings, though the former is most frequently 

present when he is in theological debate. For Gregory, ‘Creator’ is not a byword. 

                                                 

1 Gregory of Nazianzus, Or. 30.14, 21, in On God and Christ: The Five 

Theological Orations and Two Letters to Cledonius, trans. Frederick Williams and Lionel 

Wickham (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 105, 112. 

2 Ibid., Or. 20.10, in Gregory of Nazianzus, ed. and trans. Brian E. Daley (New 

York: Routledge, 2006), 103. Gregory’s method is like that of Athanasius of Alexandria, 

who writes: “For it is better to submit to the blame of repetition than to omit anything that 

should be laid down,” in Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation 5, trans. John 

Behr (Yonkers, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2011), 93. 
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‘Creator’ describes both who God is and what God does. God is Creator in that God is the 

one who made the world; God is also Creator in the sense that God is the one who makes 

things out of nothing. 

The theme of creation is not ubiquitous in Gregory except when he is in 

theological debate. When Gregory finds himself defending the divinity and humanity of 

Christ, or the persons of the Trinity, Gregory is quick to mention the story of creation. He 

uses the motif of creation in order to safeguard the eternal divine nature of Son of God in 

face of his theological opponents. Basil and Nyssen have lengthy sermons on the days of 

creation. Gregory does not follow that literary model, and when he does mention creation 

at length he uses allegorical exegesis in order to safeguard his faith as it has been handed 

down to him.  

I have argued that Gregory is more influenced by Origen and Athanasius of 

Alexandria in his cosmological Trinitarianism than by Gregory of Nyssa or Basil of 

Caesarea, even Basil’s Hexaemeron.3 While it is true that Gregory does not want to 

repeat Basil’s unique work, Gregory also is a brilliant theologian in his own right and is 

the author of original thoughts, no matter how dependent he appears to be upon his 

predecessors Origen or Athanasius. Nevertheless, I have given many examples of where 

Gregory’s exegetical pattern in creation texts is more dependent upon his Alexandrian 

forerunners than his Cappadocian colleagues.  

One of Gregory’s motivations for discussing the creation as he defends the Trinity 

in the presence of his theological opponents is because, theologically speaking, Gregory 

                                                 

3 Contra Mason in ibid., The Five Theological Orations of Gregory of Nazianzus, 

ed. Arthur James Mason (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1899),  xiv–xv. 
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finds a link between the economy of salvation and of God.4 Studying Gregory’s works 

with the sole purpose of identifying the connection between the Trinity and creation is 

enlightening because it allows the reader to recognize themes not immediately apparent.5 

A study like this sheds light on Gregory’s writings, his theological affinities, and his 

motivation for interpreting Scripture the way he does. It also demonstrates that there is 

still a vast amount of topics not yet discovered in Gregory studies. Along these lines there 

remains a gap in Gregory studies regarding the intersection of Gregory’s doctrines as a 

whole. Individual studies like this thesis are a step in the right direction as scholars 

continue to understand more about Gregory’s thought through intentional and dedicated 

theological studies. While Gregory’s Trinitarianism and Christology remain his most 

studied theological topics, studies focused on how his theological topics relate to others 

within their historical context has proven to be incredibly illuminating. 

                                                 

4 Gregory’s usage of ‘theology’ (θεολογία) refers to God as God is confessed as 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It refers to the reality of God apart from the created order. 

On the other hand, in Gregory, God as God is perceived in the world and how God works 

in the created order is understood by the term ‘economy’ (οἰκονομία). For Gregory’s 

usage of the terms, see ibid., Or. 30.19, 108–9. 

5 At the time of her writing, Harrison missed something very important to 

Gregory and very evident in his writing. The overlooked theme is Gregory’s use of 

creation-themed language in his polemical literature employed in order to bolster his 

notion of the Trinity. I demonstrate in this thesis that, when one identifies this theme, that 

it is at that point a striking and unmistakable connection. Gregory is seldom capable of 

defending his conception of the Trinity without portraying the relationships of the 

persons in conjunction with creation. This thesis addresses this neglected theme in 

Gregory’s Trinitarian theology which Harrison does not address in Verna E. F. Harrison, 

“Illumined from All Sides by the Trinity: Neglected Themes in Gregory’s Trinitarian 

Theology,” in Re-Reading Gregory of Nazianzus: Essays on History, Theology, and 

Culture (ed. Christopher A. Beeley; Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 

America Press, 2012), 13–30. 
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My thesis explores Gregory’s usage of creation and the Trinity as they relate to 

his anti-Trinitarian opponents in the later fourth century. This study, however, proves that 

Gregory’s interpretation of Scripture, when he discusses creation, the Trinity, or both 

together, is always contextually motivated. It is motived not immediately by the concerns 

of the biblical context but first by his own historical concerns and interpreted through the 

lens of his faith as it has been handed down to him. Gregory’s purpose in such an 

exercise is to validate his faith and tradition so that it might be preserved intact, ready to 

withstand the attacks of his opponents from within, for the purpose of delivering a 

message to his hearers that maintains and increases the adherents of the Christian 

community. 
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