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Monophysite Christology in 



an Oracle of Apollo PIER FRANCO BEATRICE * 

In the so-called Tiibingen Theosophy there is an oracle attributed to Apollo, in which the Greek god 
complains of his defeat brought about by the divine power of Christ. The aim of the present essay is to 
demonstrate that these verses are the first part of a longer oracular text, recorded in only two other 
manuscripts. This longer version of the oracle contains in the second part clear monophysite tenets 
concerning the person and miracles of Christ, and was part of the original text of the Theosophy. It was 
conceived as a direct apologetic response to an authentic pagan oracle of Apollo, mentioned and 
commented 

on by Porphyry in his anti-Christian treatise On the Philosophy from Oracles, which denied the divine 
nature of Christ and approved his condemnation to death. The Christian oracle of Apollo is a forgery 
written around 500 cE by a monophysite theologian with classical learning-who is most probably to be 
identified with Severus of Antioch-in order to strengthen the idea of the definitive victory of 
Christianity over the old Greek cults. 

I. Greek oracles in the conflict between Pagans and Christians 

T hesTevheeno-bsopkhtyreawtisaesOanwTrourekBeilnieff, 
owurrittbenooarkosunadtdhedy,ears5a00jucEs.tBifotihcawtorkys arpependix, to a 

now lost, but a Byzantine epitome of the Theosophy, fortunately preserved in a manu- 

script of the sixteenth century now in the University Library of Tiibingen, gives some  
useful information about its contents. The first book was a collection of oracles ut- 

tered by pagan gods, especially Apollo; the second book contained various sayings of Greek 
philosophers (the Seven Sages, Heraclitus, Plato, Porphyry, and many others) and Egyptian sages 
(Hermetic writings), while the third book was entirely devoted to 

*This study is based on a paper delivered at the Third Meeting of the ISCT held at Boston 
University, 8-12 March 1995. I am grateful to Wolfgang Haase for advice and suggestions. For a final 
reading of the English version, I wish to thank Ms. Charlotte Whigham. 

List of abbreviations: ACO= Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum; ANRW= Aufstieg und Niedergang 

der Ri-mischen Welt / Rise and Decline of the Roman World; CChL= Corpus Christianorum 

Series Latina; CSCO= Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium; CSEL= Corpus Scrip- 

torum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum; GCS= Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der 

ersten Jahrhunderte; PG= Patrologia Graeca; PO= Patrologia Orientalis; PTS= Patristische 

Texte und Studien; RAC= Reallexikon fUr Antike und Christentum; SC= Sources Chr6tiennes; 



TRE= Theologische Realenzyklopidie; TU= Texte und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der altchristlichen 
Literatur. 

Pier Franco Beatrice, Universith degli studi di Padova, Dipartimento di Storia, Piazza Capitaniato 3, 
I1-35139 Padova, Italy. 
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the prophecies of the Sibylline Oracles. In the fourth and last book there were some excerpts 
from the Book of Hystaspes, followed by a very concise chronicle of universal history from 
Adam up to the emperor Zeno (474-491 CE). This very singular anthology of texts explicitly 
aimed at demonstrating that pagan gods and sages had already prophesied the Christian 
truth and that between pagan Wisdom and the Christian doctrines of the Trinity and Incarnation 
there is fundamental harmony.1 

Many oracles transmitted in the first book of the Theosophy have a definitely pagan origin and 
can be placed with sufficient precision in their religio-historical framework. They come mainly 
from shrines located in Asia Minor, the land where the Greek god Apollo had his most important 
oracular centres in Late Antiquity, such as Claros and Didyma.2 Oracles certainly played an 
important role in the pagan attack on Christianity, and the Christian apologists of the first three 
centuries expressed in turn harsh judgments against the charlatanism of pagan prophets, thus 
finding a natural ally in the Cynic philosopher Oenomaus of Gadara.3 For this reason, the 
Christian recourse to pagan oracles in order to give solid confirmation to the Biblical revelation 
is to be seen as the result of a considerable change of attitude, derived from a new approach to 
the problem. 

As far as we know, Lactantius was the first writer to invoke the evidence of Apollo in favour of 
Christian monotheism: 

Born of himself, taught by none, motherless, unshakable, his name is unut- terable, dwelling in 
fire: this is god. We messengers are just a small part of god.4 

These three verses quoted by Lactantius are taken from a Clarian oracle which pre- sents striking 
similarities with an oracle engraved on a wall at Oenoanda,5 and can also be read at the end of an 
oracle whose entire text is reproduced in the Theosophy.6 It 

1. The Greek text of the Tiibingen compilation was published for the first time by K. Buresch, Klaros. 
Untersuchungen zum Orakelwesen des spateren Altertums, Leipzig 1889, 87-126. The best critical edition 
of the entire collection now available, from which we quote, is that by H. Erbse, Theosophorum 
Graecorum fragmenta (Bibliotheca Scriptorum Graecorum et Romanorum Teubneriana), Stuttgart-
Leipzig 1995. 

2. See L. Robert, "Trois oracles de la Th&osophie et un proph5te d'Apollon," Comptes rendus de 
l'Acadimie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres 1968, 568-599; Idem, "Un oracle grav4 A Oinoanda," ibid., 
1971, 597-619. Both articles are reprinted in Idem, Opera minora selecta, V, Amsterdam 1989, 584-639. 
An excellent general survey of this subject is given by H.W. Parke, The Oracles of Apollo in Asia 
Minor, London 1985. 

3. His extant fragments have been edited by J. Hammerstaedt, Die Orakelkritik des Kynikers Oenomaus 
(Beitriige zur klassischen Philologie 188), Frankfurt am Main 1988. See also Idem, "Der Kyniker 
Oenomaus von Gadara," in W. Haase (ed.), ANRW 11.36.4, Berlin-New York 1990, 2834-2865. 

4. Lactantius, Divinae Institutiones 1,7 (CSEL 19/1, 25).  
5. See G.E. Bean, Journeys in Northern Lycia 1965-1967 (Osterreichische Akademie der 



Wissenschaften. Philosophisch-Historische Klasse. Denkschriften 104), Wien 1971, 20-22, n.37; A.S. 
Hall, "The Klarian Oracle at Oenoanda," Zeitschriftfiir Papyrologie und Epigraphik 32 (1978), 263-268. 

6. Theos. i13 (Erbse, 7-9). On this controversial text, see the recent discussion by D.S. Potter, Prophecy 
and History in the Crisis of the Roman Empire. A Historical Commentary on the 'Thir- teenth Sibylline 
Oracle', Oxford 1990, 351-355. 
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waged against the resistance of paganism.10 From this point of view, the significance of this 
oracle of Apollo corresponds exactly with another oracle that the Theosophy attributes to 
Artemis. The goddess laments to her priest: 

A Hebrew child, God who, being King of the blessed, came from heaven and took care of a 
human body, now commands me to descend into Hades and to go to Chaos. His decree cannot 
be evaded: I draw back as he wishes. What shall I now attempt, O you other demons?"1 

It is worth noting that a similar response had also been given by the Pythia to the emperor 
Augustus, according to a parallel tradition reported by the Byzantine chronographer John 
Malalas in the sixth century.'2 

Gustav Wolff quite rightly remarked that Apollo's prophecy had been invented  
by a Christian,13 and Pierre Batiffol did not hesitate to suggest that the prophecies of both 
Apollo and Artemis, which share the same inspiration, must be considered, to- gether with other 
oracles of the collection, the result of a Christian forgery. He also put forward the hypothesis that 
they might date to the times of the Christian emperors Constantius II and Theodosius I (the 
second half of the fourth century), that is, to the period in which the repressive action against 
paganism undertaken by the imperial legislation was at its height.14 

Batiffol's shrewd explanation met with the unconditioned consent of Arthur D. Nock.s5 Indeed, it 
appears indubitable that the oracle of Apollo is a Christian fake, as has also been acknowledged 
recently by Saul Levin'6 and Frank R. Trombley.17 Apollo's answer to the question on the nature 
of the godhead, which was part of the traditional pagan formulary of the "theological" oracles, 
has been changed into a declaration of his own defeat and the victory of Christ! It may be useful 
to remember that a century 

10. For the various forms assumed by the struggle of Christianity against the survival of pagan- ism from 
the fourth to the sixth century, see in general the collection of essays edited by P.F. Beatrice, 
L'intolleranza cristiana nei confronti dei pagani, Bologna 1993. 

11. Theos. i 51 (Erbse, 33-34). English translation by R. Van den Broek, "Four Coptic Fragments of a 
Greek Theosophy," Vigiliae Christianae 32 (1978), 118-142, 125. 

12. Chron. X,5 (L. Dindorf, Bonnae 1831, 231-232). English translation by E. Jeffreys, M. Jeffreys and R. 
Scott, The Chronicle of John Malalas (Byzantina Australiensia 4), Melbourne 1986, 123. See also W. 
Weber, "Studien zur Chronik des Malalas," in K.L. Schmidt (ed.), Festgabefiir A. Deissmann, Tiibingen 
1927, 20-66, in particular 31-36. 

13. G. Wolff (ed.), Porphyrii de philosophia ex oraculis haurienda librorum reliquiae, Berlin 1856 (repr. 
Hildesheim 1962), 230. 

14. P. Batiffol, "Oracula hellenica," Revue biblique 13 (1916), 177-199, esp. 194-199: "On peut emettre 
l'hypothese que ces oracles defabrication chritienne ont 6t6 composes vers le milieu ou dans la seconde moitit du IVe 
sikcle, avec l'intention de justifier la suppression du culte paien au moyen d'oracles par lesquels les dieux eux-
mWmes annonpaient leur difaite et prophetisaient I'avenement de la religion chritienne." 



15. A.D. Nock, "Oracles th~ologiques," Revue des Etudes Anciennes 30 (1928), 280-290, repr. in Idem, 
Essays on Religion and the Ancient World, ed. Z. Stewart, Oxford 1972, 160-168, 163.  
16. S. Levin, "The Old Greek Oracles in Decline," in W. Haase (ed.), ANRW 11.18.2, Berlin-New 

York 1989, 1599-1649, 1618 f., n. 68. 
17. F.R. Trombley, Hellenic Religion and Christianization c. 370-529 (Religions in the Graeco- 

Roman World, 115), vol. II, Leiden-New York-K61n 1994, 22-23. 
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nouncing a Christ.18 

But evidently Batiffol did not notice that the oracle of Apollo reported in Theoso- 

phy i16--and reproduced among the epigrams of the Anthologia Palatina'9g--is actually only the 
first part of a longer oracular text which Buresch had already found in its entirety in the codex 
Atheniensis Gr., Bibl. Nat. 1070 (olim 32; late thirteenth or early fourteenth century), f. 186 rv.20 
This longer version of the oracle is placed here at the end of a collection of prophecies attributed 
to the Seven Sages, which was later pub- lished by Armand Delatte21 and reprinted by Hartmut 
Erbse.22 As we shall see, in these supplementary verses Batiffol would have found a definitive 
confirmation to his thesis of the Christian origin of the oracle. 

Unfortunately, no systematic exploration of the numerous manuscripts that con- tain this oracle 
has yet been completed.23 But that the original version of the oracle is the long one seems to be 
confirmed with sufficient certainty not only by the Athens manuscript edited by Buresch, Delatte 
and Erbse. This same long form of the oracle, with just slightly variant readings, is also to be 
found in the much older codex Venice, Marcianus Graecus 573, ff. 27-28, of the tenth century.24 
We give here a tentative trans- lation of the second part: 

And he who suffered is God, and it was not the godhead itself that suffered 

(ical' 6 Odev oe6 o6 it, Kal6i oB Oe6to id0ev (axkt1'). He was both mortal and immortal at the 
same time, undying and mortal, Word of God, human flesh, 

indeed neither was altered nor did they mingle or exist separate from each 

other (oitE dtpoo (vov o Z XoV 4oe) i't6vrOV o)0I hcxq d ji%XAov); God himself is also 
a man, receiving everything from his Father, possessing 

everything of his mother; from his eternal Father having the life-giving force 

(4uoaioov d~iciv), from his mortal mother the cross, tomb, outrage, sorrow, all things at once 
surveying, encircling and hearing. From his eyes hot tears once flowed, when the sad news about 
his friend reached him. He also abol- 

ished the cause of grief, bringing out of Hades into the light the man whose 

18. Carmen 1I,2,7; vv. 253-255 (PG 37,1571). See A. Cameron, "Gregory of Nazianzus and Apollo," 
Journal of Theological Studies n.s. 20 (1969), 240-241. 

19. III,6,149 (ed. E. Cougny, Parisiis 1890, 493-494).  
20. See the text published by Buresch, Klaros (n. 1 above), 130-131.  
21. A. Delatte, Anecdota Atheniensia, t. I: Textes grecs inidits relatifs a l'histoire des religions 

(Bibliothbque de la Facultd de Philosophie et Lettres de l'Universit6 de Lidge, fasc. 36), 

Liege-Paris 1927, 328-330. On this manuscript see M. Tziatzi-Papagianni, Die Spriiche der Sieben 
Weisen. Zwei byzantinische Sammlungen. Einleitung, Text, Testimonien und Kommentar 



(Beitrige zur Altertumskunde 51), Stuttgart-Leipzig 1994, 74-78. 22. Erbse, 117-122. 

23. There is still much to learn from A. von Premerstein, "Griechisch-heidnische Weise als 

Verkiinder christlicher Lehre in Handschriften und Kirchenmalereien," in Festschrift der 

Nationalbibliothek in Wien, hrsg. zur Feier des 200j~hrigen Bestehens des Gebiudes, Wien 1926, 
647-666, 656, and H. Erbse, Fragmente griechischer Theosophien (Hamburger Arbeiten zur 
Altertumswissenschaft 4), Hamburg 1941, 129-134. 

24. A description of this manuscript is to be found in the catalogue by E. Mioni, Bibliothecae Divi Marci 
Venetiarum codices graeci manuscripti, vol. II: Thesaurus antiquus codices 300-625, Roma 1985, 478. I 
have collated this manuscript personally in St. Mark's Library. 
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death he had mourned; as a mortal he bemoaned, and as God he saved. Five thousand men he fed 
from five loaves on the lofty hills: such was the will of 

his divine might (rz yckp 04ev adgpporzo ~,&ici). Christ is my God, who was stretched 
out on the tree, who died, who went into the tomb, who ascended 

from the tomb into heaven. 

Several partial quotations found in various Byzantine hagiographic texts and in miscellaneous 
late manuscripts confirm the previous existence of the long form of the oracle of Apollo from 
which they come. For example, in the codex Parisinus suppl. Graec. 690 (twelfth century), f. 
248v-249r, the oracle is broken off at x)oiroov dXciv.25 In the eighth-century Passio S. Artemii 
the verses which, with a few slight variants, correspond to the text of Theosophy i16, are 
followed, in the conclusion, by the verse "And he who suffered is God, and it was not the 
godhead that suffered."26 This same phenomenon occurs in a collection of anti-Judaic oracles on 
the Trinity and Christ, to be found in the fourteenth century codex Rome, Bibliotheca Angelica 
43.27 On the other hand, in the Passio S. Catharinae the second part of the oracle that describes 
the two natures of Christ and his miracles is introduced by the lament of Apollo on the celes- tial 
man who is doing violence to him,28 exactly as in the Symphonia, no. 13,29 in oracle no. 13 of 
the collection published by R. Bentley from the manuscript Oxoniensis Baroccianus 68, f.
83,30 in the Excerpta Parisina,31 and in another collection contained in a codex of the University 
of Leipzig.32 The codex Matritensis Graecus 115, f. 127a, of the fifteenth century, quotes first 
the oracle on the two natures introduced by Apollo's lament "A celestial man is doing violence to 
me," and then Apollo's response up to the verse "And he who suffered is God, and it was not the 
godhead itself that suffered"33: so these two verses are attributed to both oracles. Here the late 
and arbitrary nature of the division of the text may be clearly seen. 

III. A survey of the scholarly debate 

Wolff was therefore wrong in claiming that the verse "And he who suffered is God, and it was 
not the godhead itself that suffered," which closes the oracle of Apollo 

25. See Erbse, 121.  
26. Artemii Passio, i 46 (ed. J. Bidez- F. Winkelmann, Philostorgius Kirchengeschichte, GCS, Berlin 

1972, 2nd ed., 164). This text is reprinted among the works of John Damascene by B. Kotter, Die 
Schriften des Johannes von Damaskos, V: Opera homiletica et hagiographica (PTS 29), Berlin- New York 
1988, 228. 

27. See E. Piccolomini, "Index Codicum Graecorum Bibliothecae Angelicae," Studi italiani di 
filologia classica 4 (1896), 7-184, 88-89. 

28. E. Klostermann-E. Seeberg, Die Apologie der Heiligen Katharina (Schriften der K6nigsberger 
Gelehrten Gesellschaft. Geisteswissenschaftliche Klasse 1/2), Berlin 1924, 40. 



29. Erbse, 103-104.  
30. Erbse, 114-115.  
31. See J. Freudenthal, "Zu Phavorinus und der mittelalterlichen Florilegienlitteratur," Rheinisches 

MuseumfiUr Philologie N.F. 35 (1880), 408-430, 418. 

32. R. Volkmann, "Zur Orakel-Litteratur," Neue Jahrbiicherfiir Philologie und Piidagogik 77 (1858), 
868-876, 875 f. 

33. See J. Iriarte, Regiae Bibliothecae Matritensis Codices Graeci Mss., Matriti 1769, vol.I, 459, and G. 
de Andrds, Catdlogo de los codices griegos de la Biblioteca Nacional, Madrid 1987, 170. This text was 
edited by Sp. Lambros in Neos Hellinomnimon 21 (1927), 376 f. 
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point of its author, developed at the time of the post-Chalcedonian debates, is prob- 

ably closer to the Antiochenes than to the theopaschite tradition. However, they ex- 

pressly refused to get involved in a discussion of the matter and to state their opinion 

as to the theological position of the author of the oracle, prudently limiting their 

intervention to drawing attention to the fact that the structure of the oracle, based on 

the passion of Christ and his miracles, points to representations and problems that 

were formulated and used during the controversies of the fifth and sixth centuries.40 

This question is clearly of prime importance in understanding the cultural background 

of the author of the oracle and the theological attitude of the Theosophy in its historical context. 

We can state without hesitation that the author of the oracle is a supporter of the theory of the 
two natures of Christ, considered as distinct but not separate. Erbse has remarked that we are 
dealing here with the use of typical categories of the Christological thought of Cyril of 
Alexandria as related to the two natures and their hypostatic union. Unfortunately, he did not 
develop this idea as much as it deserved; besides, his investigation is invalidated by the 
groundless conviction that the final, enlarged form of the oracle was part of a collection compiled 
after the year 519 to be placed at the service of the Chalcedonian-Cyrillian orthodoxy (or neo-
Chalcedonism) favoured by Justinian.41 Dagron, too, thinks of a Chalcedonian, nonheretical 
inspiration of the en- tire literary corpus to which this oracle belongs.42 

According to a recent, extremely interesting article by Brian E. Daley, the theo- 

logical content of the long version of the oracle undoubtedly reveals its neo- 

Chalcedonian origin. He writes: "It deals with the themes of the suffering and death of 

Christ (43-45), his 'double consubstantiality' with his divine Father and his human 

mother (48-49), and the continued 'operation' of his two natures through the inter- 

weaving of his human emotions with acts of divine power, as revealed in events like 

the raising of Lazarus (42-45). The focus on the 'theopaschite' question, and the em- 

phasis on the unambiguous divine identity of Christ ('Christ is my God'), are charac- 

teristic of the growing 'neo-Chalcedonian' interpretation of the Council. Yet, the stress 

on the balance between his divinity and humanity, and the insistence that both exist 



together without change or separation (46-47), is almost a direct paraphrase of 
Chalcedon's formula of faith."43 

It is certainly true, as Daley has pointed out, that the oracle of Apollo in the codex Marc. Gr. 573 
is taken from a neo-Chalcedonian florilegium, whose aim was to prove the agreement of Cyril's 
teaching and the Scripture with the dogmatic definition of Chalcedon. It should, however, be 
acknowledged that the later reception and adapta- tion of the oracle in a text supporting the neo-
Chalcedonian orthodoxy tells us nothing 

40. Klostermann-Seeberg, 50-53: "Nur darauf wollen wir aufnerksam machen, daft die dem Orakel 
zugrunde liegende Gliederung von dem Leiden Christi und von seinem Wirken wieder auf Vorstellungen und 
Probleme fiihrt, die gerade auch im Lauf des christologischen Kampfesformuliert und im 5. und 6. Jahrhundert hiufig gebraucht 
worden sind." 

41. Erbse, Fragmente griechischer Theosophien, 146. His opinion was welcomed by A.J. Festugiere in 
Revue des 6tudes grecques 55 (1942), 379-381. 

42. G. Dagron, Constantinople imaginaire. ttudes sur le recueil des 'Patria' (Bibliothbque byzantine - 
ttudes 8), Paris 1984, 102, n. 13: "Le corpus se constitue entre la fin du Ve et le dibut du VIe sikcle; 
I'inspiration est chalcidonienne et non pas hUritique." 

43. B.E. Daley, "Apollo as a Chalcedonian: A New Fragment of a Controversial Work from Early 
Sixth-Century Constantinople," Traditio 50 (1995), 31-54, 43. 
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is generous of the incarnation of the Word of God is to be found there: 

Being thus so by nature (that is, immortal and immaterial, eternal and always 

the same, unchangeable and without form, being God), the Word of God 

united himself (i'vc60l) to the human nature through grace and love towards humanity, becoming 
incarnate without the issue of semen, mingling or chang- 

ing (8iXa SaoEoiS a v8pb ; icak oauyvaiEow Kicc pon^;). Herein lies the mys- tery, in the fact 
that the human nature was conquered (vby cT^ vvtuco0mat tv 

Opv po'mav )naotv) and that the Word of God became man voluntarily and without changing 
(covaioi'w dci &tp~inox) and remained one and the same, and that man became God through 
grace by union (t v'vca'et).44 

This is clearly a monophysite standpoint, for the author states the existence of the 

two natures of Christ, but at the same time he maintains that, after the union, only 

godhead remained exactly the same, while manhood was conquered and possessed by 

the Word. Furthermore, the stress on the will of the Word of God clearly preludes 

Monotheletism.45 We find strong support in favour of our suggestion about the 

monophysite nature of the Christology developed in the Theosophy, in the aforemen- 

tioned study by Daley, when he admits that "it is more than likely that it (i.e., the 

Theosophy) reflected an anti-Chalcedonian Christology, since Alexandria was the strong- hold of 
resistance to that Council from the late 450s onwards."46 

The oracle of Apollo uses very similar language and reveals precise theological connections with 
the monophysite Christology of the Theosophy. The doctrine of the two natures has its 



immediate antecedents in the teachings of the monophysite patri- arch of Alexandria, Timothy 
Aelurus (t477 CE), on the "double consubstantiality" of the Word of God with men in respect to 
the flesh and with the Father in respect to the 

godhead (6JlooKatov tpiv eivai iazr trlv odpica t zoi 0 1oi 56yov Kia tcj satpit 

44. Erbse, 88.  
45. As has been recently observed by P. Allen, art. "Monophysiten," in TRE XXIII (1994), 219- 

233, 232: "Die monophysitische Behauptung der einen zusammengesetzten Natur in Christus tendiert jedoch, und zwar 
hauptsiichlich infolge der fehlenden Unterscheidung zwischen physis und hy- postasis, zu der Vorstellung einer 
iiberwiegend g6ittlichen Natur, die fir die wirkliche Menschheit moglicherweise nur unzuliinglich Raum liit." 

46. B.E. Daley, "Apollo as a Chalcedonian," 33, n. 13. 
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6poo6itov Kica& iv 0e6'tra).47 But the closest parallels are to be found, still more clearly, 
in the Christology of the emperor Zeno's Henotikon (482): 

We also confess that the Only-Begotten Son of God, also God, who according to truth was made 
man, our Lord Jesus Christ, consubstantial with the Father 

in respect to godhead and himself consubstantial with us in respect to man- 

hood (6poo'6iov utp ~iapi tKaT aiv 8e6tira ica lC6ooolov 'Cv Til v ov za6v Kica& 'zv 
dv6popm6ktira), having descended and having been incarnate from 

the Holy Spirit and Mary, the Ever-Virgin theot6kos, is one son and not two. We say in fact that 
both his miracles and his sufferings, which he willingly 

underwent in the flesh, are of one person ('Evb% ydp evvaio iatEv rdt e Oitiixt 

Kat& rnde0q &~aep ~ciiKoiaoo j;'inetve oaapdi), the Only-Begotten Son of God. For we do not 
accept at all the persons who divide or combine (to'; ... 

&tatpoivtora i ol'uXovrat) or introduce an apparition, inasmuch as accord- ing to truth the sinless 
incarnation from the theot6kos has not made an addi- tion of a son, for the Trinity has remained a 
Trinity, even after one of the 

Trinity, God the Word, became incarnate (aapicoeivro; roi oev6;, rij z ptcdCo; Oeo) A6yov).48 

The doctrine of the Passion offers other eloquent parallels and significant argu- 

ments in favour of the monophysite nature of our text. The author of the Theosophy 

approvingly reports a Sibylline oracle stating that men without faith will inflict slaps 

on God with impious hands,49 and invoking the most blessed wood of the Cross on 

which God had been stretched out.si From this it may be deduced that the archaic 

patripassian theology of the Sibylline oracle was still attracting the attention of our 

author at the end of the fifth century and that his religious sensibility was not far 

removed from that which inspired the typical formulations of theopaschite theology 

around the same period. Important confirmation of this is to be found in the introduc- 

tion to the Symphonia, a ninth-century collection of oracles and philosophical sayings 

which, like the Tiibingen summary, also selected fragments from the Theosophy. There 



is a mention of the incarnate economy of one of the all-holy and praiseworthy blessed 

Trinity (-oi vbg ... .z.i ;ptoi8o;), that is of God the Word.51 It is evident that the 

economy in the flesh means the whole earthly experience of Christ from birth to crucifixion. 

Anyone who is aware of the developments of post-Chalcedonian debates knows that the 
formula unus ex (de) Trinitate, before becoming an integral part of neo- Chalcedonian 
orthodoxy in Justinian's time, had been a distinguishing feature of theopaschite Christology 
in monophysite circles during the second half of the fifth century.s2 Peter the Iberian, the 
monophysite theologian who deeply inspired Severus 

47. See Evagrius Scholasticus, Historia ecclesiastica I1,5 (ed. J. Bidez-L. Parmentier, The Ecclesias- tical 
History of Evagrius with the Scholia, London 1898, 106). 

48. See again Evagrius, Hist. eccl. 111,14 (ed. J. Bidez-L. Parmentier, 113). This English transla- tion, 
slightly modified, is taken from A. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, II/1, tr. P. Allen-J. Cawte, 
London-Oxford 1987, 253. 

49. Erbse, 78.  
50. Erbse, 79.  
51. Erbse, 91.  
52. The best recent treatment of this complex topic is by A. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian 
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There is, h received the attention it deserves. None of the aforementioned scholars have so far 

raised the question of why this short treatise on Christology has been put in the very mouth of 
Apollo and not of another character. In order to find an acceptable answer, we should consider 
the possibility that this text was intentionally conceived as a bogus oracle to give a direct 
apologetic response to an authentically pagan oracle of Apollo concerning the human nature of 
Christ and the meaning of his death. The original Greek text of this oracle is no longer extant, 
except for just three verses quoted by Lactantius: "He was mortal in the flesh, wise for his 
wonders, but condemned by the Chaldaean judges, nailed to the cross, he underwent a horrible 
death."56 Nevertheless, we are in a position to know its content thanks to the precious testimony 
of Augustine. 

Augustine writes in the City of God: 

In his work Ec koyiov 4thoaogiac, Porphyry brings together in orderly form some so-called 
"divine" utterances on theological topics. I quote his words as translated from the Greek: "Apollo 
gave this admonition in metre to a client -seeking to learn which god he should placate with a 
view to weaning his wife away from Christianity." There follow the words which Apollo is sup- 
posed to have uttered: "It would be easier for you to write lasting words in water, or to fly in the 
air like a bird on weightless wings, than to get back any 

Tradition 1I/2, tr. P. Allen-J. Cawte, London-Louisville 1995, 317-320. See also Th. Hainthaler, 

"Entwicklungsstufen in der Haltung der nordafrikanischen Kirche zur theopaschitischen 

Frage," in Cristianesimo e specificith regionali nel Mediterraneo latino (sec. IV-VI) (Studia 

Ephemeridis Augustinianum, 46), Roma 1994, 215-228, 216: "Die Formel ... diente gerade 

Eutychianern und erkliirten sog. Monophysiten wie Philoxenus und Severus als Schlachtruf gegen die 
Chalcedonier." 

53. See John Rufus, Plerophories XXXVII (PO 8/1, 86-87). 
54. PO 39, 549-753; PO 40, 203-351. See A. de Halleux, Philoxbne de Mabbog. Sa vie, ses &crits, sa 

thWologie, Louvain 1963, 225-238.  
55. This conclusion confirms the acute judgment of W. Speyer, Die literarische Falschung im 

heidnischen und christlichen Altertum. Ein Versuch ihrer Deutung (Handbuch der Altertums- 
wissenschaft, 1/2), Miinchen 1971, 246-252: "Fiir die zeitliche Bestimmung derartiger Falschungen ist es 
wichtig zu wissen, dafl die spateren Weissagungen in ihren Begriffen oft die christologischen Streitigkeiten widerspiegeln. Der 
Hauptzweck dieser Erfindungen war, die Heiden fir den christlichen Glauben zu gewinnen." 



56. Lactantius, Divinae Institutiones IV, 13,11 (CSEL 19/2, 319). 

This content downloaded from 128.228.173.41 on Thu, 08 Sep 2016 18:06:09 UTC All use subject to 
http://about.jstor.org/terms 



�
14 International Journal of the Classical Tradition / Summer 1997 



sense into the head of your corrupted and impious wife. Let her have her way with her empty 
illusions, and sing her sad, fond songs over her dead god who was condemned by upright judges 
and, in his lonely years, met the ugliest death, linked with iron."57 

Augustine continues by quoting Porphyry's comment: 

Following these verses of Apollo, here translated into prose, Porphyry com- ments: "In this 
oracle Apollo has shown how incurable are the Christians, for it is the Jews, not they, who have 
regard for God." See how he smears Christ and puts the Jews ahead of the Christians by saying 
that they have more regard for God! He takes Apollo's words about Christ being killed by up- 
right judges to mean that their verdict was just and that He got what He deserved.... What he 
does say here is that the Jews, as being upholders of God, judged Christ justly when they decreed 
to torture Him in the most ignominious of all deaths.58 

Immediately after, Augustine discusses a similar anti-Christian oracle uttered by Hekate, a 
goddess often identified with Artemis, which equally denies the divinity of Christ and strongly 
supports the idea of the just condemnation of Christ for having involved his followers in error.59 
There is an abridged version of this oracle also in Eusebius' Proof of the Gospel,60 and it may 
certainly be assumed that Amobius was already polemizing against it.61 The oracle of Apollo, 
Augustine observes in conclusion, pre- sents Christ as a criminal justly executed, while the 
oracle of Hekate, though admitting that Christ was a pious man, confirms that he had been justly 
condemned to die. Both oracles have the common aim of denying the divinity of Christ and thus 
of preventing men from becoming Christians.62 

These pagan oracles were fundamental pieces of anti-Christian propaganda: that's why they were 
quoted and commented upon by Porphyry in his Philosophy from Oracles. Actually, the intention 
of Porphyry in writing this fifteen-book treatise was to lead his readers to the knowledge of 
theosophy (Oeoaootia) through a philosophical interpreta- tion of the oracles of the Greek gods, 
mainly Apollo and Hekate, in the context of a pointed criticism of Christianity.63 

57. Augustine, De Civitate Dei XIX, 23 (CChL 48, 690 ff.). Engl. tr. by G.G. Walsh and D.J. 
Honan, Saint Augustine. The City of God. Books XVII-XXII (The Fathers of the Church 24), Washington 
D.C. 1981, 236. 

58. Ibid., 236-7.  
59. Ibid., 238. The best commentary on this whole chapter of the City of God is still that by J.J. 

O'Meara, Porphyry's Philosophy from Oracles in Augustine (etudes Augustiniennes), Paris 1959, 49-61. 

60. Eusebius of Caesarea, Demonstratio Evangelica 111,7 (ed. I.A. Heikel, GCS 23, 139 f.).  
61. As has been convincingly argued by M.B. Simmons, Arnobius of Sicca. Religious Conflict and 
Competition in the Age of Diocletian, Oxford 1995, 216-242. The excellent book by S.I. Johnston, 

Hekate Soteira. A Study of Hekate's Roles in the Chaldean Oracles and Related Literature (Ameri- can 
Classical Studies 21), Atlanta 1990, does not, unfortunately, take into account this anti- Christian oracle of 
Hekate recorded by Porphyry. 



62. De Civitate Dei XIX,23 (Engl. tr., 239).  
63. See Eusebius of Caesarea, Praeparatio evangelica IV,6,3 (ed. K. Mras, GCS, Eusebius Werke 

VIII.1, 176). On the anti-Christian character of this work, which in my opinion should be 

This content downloaded from 128.228.173.41 on Thu, 08 Sep 2016 18:06:09 UTC All use subject to 
http://about.jstor.org/terms 



�
Beatrice 15 

As I have s knowledge o 



from Oracle 
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ovso; ... .);6 "According to Porphyry ... he uttered this oracle" ("On [*] icar2 a6v 

Iop46ptov tot6v6E Xp11ab6v veyCE .. . ).66 Even the title of this Christian collection of 
oracles and sayings, Theosophy, dearly echoes the key-word of Porphyry's religious 

philosophy. Evidently, the Christian apologist aimed at writing a theological work which would 
oppose Porphyry's treatise by demonstrating that the pagan deities, like Apollo and his fellow 
goddess Hekate-Artemis, who had been in the past fierce adver- saries of the Christian faith, 
were at that time compelled to acknowledge their defeat. 

Apollo is seen in the oracle under examination as a demon who, like the demons in the Gospels 
(Mk 5,1-18 par.), must publicly confess the true divinity of Christ, explaining this theological 
tenet through the precise formulations of monophysite or- thodoxy. Apollo, who had once highly 
praised the piety of the Jews, thus meeting the approval of Porphyry, is now said, in another 
oracle of the Theosophy, to have insulted and threatened them as being impudent, foolish and 
impious men who had denied the law of the Father.67 In this way, all the pagans, who were 
acquainted with Apollo's harsh judgment on Christ recorded in Porphyry's Philosophy from 
Oracles, noted that the Greek god was no longer of the same mind as before and that he had 
definitively converted to Christianity: Christ is my God! 

VI. On the dating of the Theosophy 

The present study of the Christian oracle of Apollo not only sheds light on the dogmatic and 
apologetic purpose of the Theosophy; it also enables us to date the com- position of the entire 
work. Since the Byzantine excerptor says that the Theosophy was concluded by a concise 
universal chronicle that went from Adam to the times of the emperor Zeno (474-491),68 scholars 
commonly deem that this work must have been composed during the reign of Zeno. But this 
widespread conviction is evidently con- tradicted by the two manuscripts containing the long 
version of the oracle of Apollo. Both agree in maintaining that this oracle was found at Delphi 
during the reign of Anastasius (v A o-q... e... et i1i Paoeioc c vaoaaoiou ...) after a 
rainstorm that reached the dimensions of a flood, engraved on a tablet and buried in the 
foundations of the idol's own temple.69 However one interprets this information, the age of Zeno 
is 

seen as the authentic and unique treatise written by Porphyry against the Christians, see 

my article "Porphyrius," in TRE XXVII (1996), 54-59, and the bibliography cited there. 

64. See P.F. Beatrice, "Pagan Wisdom and Christian Theology according to the Tiibingen The- osophy," 
Journal of Early Christian Studies 3 (1995), 403-418, esp. 413-16. 



65. Theos. i27-29 (Erbse, 18-21). 66. Theos. i30 (Erbse, 21).  
67. Theos. i52 (Erbse, 34 f.). 68. Erbse, 2. 

69. The text of the Venice manuscript edited by Daley, 51, says 'v Aeoii; Tq eaooaoviclq, while 
the Athens manuscript, printed by Erbse, 122, has tv AeX4oi ZTfi 'Izatioc. Both readings are 
evidently corrupt. 
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excluded and the work must necessarily be dated between April 14, 491, and July 1, 518. Now, 
there is a delicate problem of textual criticism concerning the identification 

of the precise year of the reign of Anastasius in which the oracle was found, and which should 
therefore be taken as the terminus post quem for the composition of the entire work. The first 
editor of the oracle, Buresch, interpreted the letters icd E r of the manu- script Athen. B.N. 1070, 
f. 186v, as Kziar zt ' dC zo, the first year of the reign of Anastasius, which was 491/2 CE.70 
Delatte, too, pronounced himself in favour of this 

date,71 but in his later edition of the oracle he wrote in the apparatus: "vel icd i'et," that is, the 
twenty-first year of the reign of Anastasius which was 511/12 CE, thus 

leaving the question undecided.72 Premerstein73 and Erbse,74 on the basis of the manu- script 
Paris. Suppl. Gr. 690, proposed reading the number as that of the twenty-first year. This dating is 
also welcomed by Dagron75 and Daley.76 

The codex Marc. Gr. 573, f.26v, which is our oldest piece of proof, seems to give evidence for 
491/2 as the correct date: EicK; oc r pdp o(p Eet. In the course of transmis- sion these words 
could easily have been changed into dicoozt4, spoqc. This would permit us to explain 
palaeographically how the reading cd' was produced. Unfortu- nately, the Venice manuscript 
adds further confused details and chronological abbre- viations, which make any attempt at an 
exact dating impossible. The oracle, says the 

anonymous excerptor, was found gTvA ajyodo'a tC'" 1 iv&6t't(^odvo) ippo P', i.e., "in the 
month of August, on the eighteenth day, in the fourth indiction, on Monday." 

Such a day does not exist. With all due caution, we can only say that we are faced with an old 
textual corruption of very difficult interpretation. But if one takes the indiction as the basic and 
decisive element in dating, as is usually done in confusing cases, the fourth indiction of 
Anastasius' reign may point either to a Sunday of the year 496 or to a Thursday of the year 
511.77 Now, since the author of the Theosophy is known to have expected the world to end at the 
latest in 507/8, we are left only with the year 496! 

VII. The Theosophy and Severus of Antioch 

If one asks oneself which Greek-speaking theologian might have expressed Christological 
dogma in the terms of the Theosophy around the year 500 CE, one imme- diately thinks of an 
exponent of the Cyrillian-inspired verbal Monophysitism, such as for example Severus of 
Sozopolis, who became the monophysite patriarch of Antioch some years later (512-518). To 
verify that the author of the Theosophy and Severus are indeed in agreement, one need only refer 
to the great wealth of documentation col- lected and skilfully analysed by various eminent 
scholars, such as J. Lebon,78 W.H.C. 

70. Buresch, Klaros, 130. 



71. A. Delatte, "Le d~clin de la l4gende des VII Sages et les propheties th6osophiques," Le 
Musee belge 27 (1923), 97-111, 100: "la premiere annie du regne d'Anastase." 

72. Anecdota Atheniensia, t. I, Liege-Paris 1927, 329.  
73. A. von Premerstein, "Griechisch-heidnische Weise" (n. 23 above), 665-666. 

74. Erbse, Fragmente griechischer Theosophien, 134 and 146; Idem, Fragmenta, XLVII f. and 122. 75. 
Dagron, Constantinople imaginaire (n. 42 above), 153, n. 102.  
76. Daley, "Apollo as a Chalcedonian" (n. 43 above), 42 f.  
77. For these technical aspects of the Byzantine chronological system, see V. Grumel, Traite 

d'9tudes byzantines, I. La chronologie, Paris 1958, in particular the table at p. 244.  
78. J. Lebon, "La christologie du monophysisme syrien," in A. Grillmeier-H. Bacht (eds.), Das Konzil von 
Chalkedon. Geschichte und Gegenwart, Band I: Der Glaube von Chalkedon, Wiirzburg 

1951, 425-580. 
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Other elements in the Christology of the Theosophy also recall the work of Severus, 

as for example the idea that the Word's sharing in humanity is voluntary and inten- 

tional,89 and that the source of the miracle-working of Christ is the divine act of will of 

the Logos.9" Besides, the terms "Emmanuel" and "Monogenes" to designate Christ,91 

and the key role played by Mary, who is invoked with tender devotion under the titles 

of "Mother of God" and "Ever-Virgin" (d&yia EOt6KE ItxapOVE Mapia),92 are character- 

istic traits of Severus' language and spirituality, as may be amply confirmed by the aforementioned 
sources.93 

Severus of Antioch also makes repeated use of the formula "one of the Trinity suffered for us in 
the flesh," since for him this is the discriminating mark of the supporters of monophysite 
Christology in contrast with the heretical supporters of Chalcedon. In his Contra impium 
Grammaticum, Severus argues against the Chalcedonians because they refuse this definition of 
the Only-Begotten Word;94 elsewhere he defends 

79. W.H.C. Frend, The Rise of the Monophysite Movement, Cambridge 1972, 201-220.  
80. R.C. Chesnut, Three Monophysite Christologies. Severus of Antioch, Philoxenus of Mabbug, and 

Jacob of Sarug (Oxford Theological Monographs), Oxford 1976, 9-56. 

81. I.R. Torrance, Christology after Chalcedon: Severus of Antioch and Sergius the Monophysite, Nor- 
wich 1988. 

82. A. Olivar, La predicaci6n cristiana antigua, Barcelona 1991, 180-201.  
83. A. Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition II/2 (n. 52 above), 17-175.  
84. L.R. Wickham, "Severus of Antioch on the Trinity," in E.A. Livingstone (ed.), Studia Patristica 

XXIV, Leuven 1993, 360-372.  
85. See the edition by R. Hespel, with French translation, in CSCO 133-134, Louvain 1952.  
86. Edition and French translation by J. Lebon in CSCO 102 and 112, Louvain 1952.  
87. See for example, among many other texts, Hornm. cath. I, 10-15 (PO 38/2, 259-263); IV, 4-6 



(301-303); XIV, 17 (411); XXI (PO 37/1, 79-81); XC (PO 23/1, 120-165); CXXV (PO 29/1, 
245). 

88. Epist. 6 (PO 12/2, 197); 25 (222-248); 65 (PO 14/1, 6-68). 89. See the texts gathered by Torrance, 
Christology, 109.  
90. See, e.g., C. imp. Gramm. III,32 (CSCO 102, 94).  
91. Erbse, 53; 69; 70; 73. 

92. Erbse, 72-73; 85.  
93. For Severus' mariology, see especially the Homilies XIV and LXVII, commented upon by P. 

Allen, "Severus of Antioch and the Homily: The End of the Beginning?" in P. Allen-E. Jeffreys 
(eds.), The Sixth Century. End or Beginning? (Byzantina Australiensia 10), Brisbane 1996, 163-175. 

94. III,29 (CSCO 102, 73). 
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the formula against the objection of the Romans, who claimed that it would subject the Holy 
Trinity to a numerical division.95 In a letter, whose fragmentary text was discov- ered in Coptic 
translation in an Egyptian tomb, Severus says that one of the hypostases of the Holy Trinity, that 
is, God the Word, has taken the flesh because of mankind.96 

The materials we have so far provided for comparison seem to us to confirm beyond all 
reasonable doubt that the oracle of Apollo shows clear monophysite ten- dencies. In particular, 
we believe it is legitimate to put forward the hypothesis that the author of Apollo's oracle, and 
therefore of the Theosophy, of which this oracle is an integral part, can be identified as Severus 
of Antioch. His surviving writings contain statements concerning the Trinity, the incarnation and 
passion of Christ, and the Mother of God, all of which coincide surprisingly, and we think not 
fortuitously, with the monophysite message of the Theosophy. 

VIII. The pagan education of Severus 

But this is not enough. We deem that another, no less important reason makes crediting the 
composition of the Theosophy to Severus highly plausible, namely its author's extraordinary 
familiarity with classical culture. Of all the monophysite theo-. logians who could have written, 
in the years around 500 CE, a treatise On True Belief, only Severus, as far as we know, was also 
in full possession of that knowledge of both pagan religion and philosophy necessary to collect 
an apologetic florilegium such as the Theosophy. 

In his youth Severus studied not only Greek, but also Latin grammar and rhetoric 

in Alexandria, where he mastered the ancient literature of both languages.97 This may 

explain the surprising fact that in a Greek work such as the Theosophy there is a literal 

quotation in Latin from Lactantius' Divinae Institutiones 1,6,13: Harum omnium Sibyllarum 

carmina et feruntur et habentur praeterquam Cumeae, cuius libri a Romanis occuluntur nec 

eos ab ullo nisi <a quindecim viris inspicifas habent>.98 Also the Aeneid of the Latin poet 

Vergil is mentioned in the Theosophy as an authoritative source for the catalogue of the 

Sibyls: Bepy~Xto 8 &ri'v Kucaioav ATltolv KicaXIi, FXaikov Ouyatzpa (sc., Vergil, Aen. 
VI,35 f.).99 

Severus continued his studies at the school of Berytus in Phoenicia, where he attended lessons on 
Roman law.100 It was widely believed in the sixth century that the young Severus had practised 
witchcraft in Berytus and worshipped demons and idols in the Phoenician temples. In order to 
refute this common charge, his friend Zacharias 

95. Epist. 22 (PO 12/2, 215-216). 



96. See W.E. Crum, "S6vere d'Antioche en Pgypte," Revue de l'Orient chretien 23 (1922), 92- 104. 

97. See Zacharias Scholasticus, Vita Severi in PO 2/1, 11. The importance of classical education 

in Severus' formation was for the first time emphasized by W. Bauer, "Die Severus-Vita 

des Zacharias Rhetor," in Idem, Aufsztze und kleine Schriften, ed. G. Strecker, Tiibingen 1967, 210-228. 

98. Erbse, 64-65.  
99. Erbse, 60: "Aeneidem noster ipse vid[etur] evolvisse". The Byzantine compiler, who wrote two 

centuries later, felt compelled to specify nap& BepyWcicp ti 'Pcogazic (Erbse, 51).  
100. See V. Poggi, "Severo di Antiochia alla Scuola di Beirut," in M. Pavan-U. Cozzoli (eds.), 
L'eredit& classica nelle lingue orientali (Acta Encyclopaedica, 5: Istituto della Enciclopedia 

Italiana), Roma 1986, 57-71. 
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104. Ibid., 14 Mani was the founder of Manichaeism. 

105. Libellus monachorum ad Menam (ibid. 40).  
106. Laudatio S. Leontii 4,1-6. This foundational text was discovered, published and translated 

into Latin by G. Garitte, "Textes hagiographiques orientaux relatifs A Saint Lonce de Tripoli. II. 
L'hom6lie copte de Sdvbre d'Antioche," Le Museon 79 (1966), 335-386, 374: Et cognosco ego multos e 
iuvenibus qui didicerunt leges Romanorum in civitate inordinata, id est Berytus, et abierunt ad eius civitatem ut 
orarent; et confestim reliquerunt eruditionem (mai6te oa;) suam vanam resque vitae, purificaverunt mentem suam a 
fabulis gentilium ('ii.Xrv), mutati sunt mutatione bona et conversi sunt ab illis ad vitam plenam sapientia et ad 
conversationem beatorum monachorum; et ego ipse unus sum ex illis.... Ego autem oravi seorsum solus, cum 
adhuc essem gentilis (ijrlv); dicebam ita: 'Sancte Leonti martyr sancte, roga Deum tuum pro me ut salvet 
me 

a cultu gentilium (T.rjv) consuetudineque patrum meorum .... Et ita Deus universi Christus 

lesus convertit me a seductione ( wdvTil) gentilium ('rlyv) per orationes martyris sancti Leontii et vocavit 
me ad vitam castam monachismi. 

107. For a thorough investigation of the sanctuaries of Heliopolis, their history, archaeology and religious 
life, we must refer the reader to the work in three volumes by Y. Hajjar, La triade d'Hiliopolis-Baalbek, 
Montreal 1977-1985. The same author has given an excellent synthesis in his article "Baalbek, grand 
centre religieux sous l'Empire," in W. Haase (ed.), ANRW 11.18.4, Berlin-New York 1990, 2458-2508. 
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by God to rescue the Phoenicians from the pagan error and the cult of demons. Thanks to him, 
many people had already renounced their pagan practices.'08 

However, one can easily imagine that the classical culture Severus had mastered  
so well in his youth as a student in Alexandria and Berytus was not completely erased after his 
conversion. Although there are not many traces of pagan readings in Severus' theological 
writings, it is worth noting in this respect that Severus was so deeply imbued with classical 
learning that sometimes he could not conceal his familiarity with pagan sources, even in the 
homilies he preached as a bishop to the people of Antioch. In the Coptic homily in honor of 
Saint Leontius of Tripolis, Severus quotes the saying of a Greek sage: "One of your sages 
(co06') said: the virtue of a horse reveals itself in war; the virtue of a friend in the day of 
trial,"1'9 and adds that "some of your poets (notvrlzr) said that the gods are near even if they are 
far."110 In another homily Severus quotes Plato's Timaeus 22 b: "That's why one of their 
philosophers said: The Greeks are always young, and there is no old Greek."'1 

A systematic survey of the available material would probably afford new discov- eries. It is, 
however, certainly striking to see the attention Severus had for pagan sages and poets, who play 
a central role in the Theosophy. It is quite understandable that the general impression Severus 
gave his contemporaries and the subsequent generations of orthodox theologians was that of a 
man who, very ambiguously, had been at the same time both a monophysite leader and a thinker 
who was open to pagan influ- ences. In the dogmatic florilegium known as Doctrina Patrum de 
incarnatione Verbi, 

Severus is simply labelled as "the Pagan" (YEihpoi too "E'TIvo;),112 and the polemi- cal image 
that still in the eighth century John of Damascus had of Severus was that of 

an 'AKi4ao; and "Eyqv, that is a "monophysite heretic" and a "man deeply rooted in the 
pagan tradition."113 

The author of the Theosophy was a theologian who, like Severus, synthesized his monophysite 
faith with a thorough knowledge of the classical world, from both a religious and philosophical 
point of view. If this coincidence, as we think, is not fortuitous, the Theosophy could be 
viewed as one of the very few extracts in Greek of a certain length that have survived to our day 
from Severus' numerous works. This is certainly not to be underestimated, since it contributes to 
the solution of the delicate and obscure problem created by the transmission and disappearance 
of Greek patristic works in the Byzantine Middle Ages."4 

Consequently, we are now in a position to appreciate the reasons for the different fates of the 
seven-book treatise On True Belief and the four-book appendix entitled Theosophy. The 
theological treatise was entirely lost without leaving any trace in later Byzantine sources because 
of its monophysite tenets. Of a great work by Severus on 



108. Hom. cath. XXVII (PO 36, 565). 
109. Laudatio S. Leontii 5,10. See G. Garitte, "Textes hagiographiques orientaux," 375.  
110. Ibid. 8,11 (Garitte, 377). The two texts drawn upon here have not yet been identified. 

Maybe Severus is the only one to quote them!  
111. Hom. cath. XXVII (PO 36, 571). 
112. See 6, XIX (F. Diekamp-E. Chrysos-B. Phanourgakis, Doctrina Patrum de incarnatione Verbi. 

Ein griechisches Florilegium aus der Wende des 7. und 8. Jahrhunderts, Miinster 19812, 43 f.). 113. See John of Damascus, 
De sacris jejuniis (PG 95, 76 B).  
114. On this topic see the clear methodological remarks by G. Dorival, "Nouveaux fragments 

grecs de S6v0re d'Antioche," in ANTIAQPON. Hommage 4 M. Geerard, Wetteren 1984, 101- 121. 
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during the reign of Anastasius, as if it had been a symbolic announcement of the anti- 
Chalcedonian religious policy of the emperor, which was revealed openly on the occa- sion of 
the deposition of the Chalcedonian patriarch of Constantinople, Euphemius (495-6). This claim 
is quite fitting for an author such as Severus, who is known to have found a valid supporter in 
that emperor with open monophysite sympathies. In this way the message of the oracle of Apollo 
is put under the patronage of the "pious king" Anastasius, the champion of monophysite 
orthodoxy.123 

In conclusion, all that we have said so far leads us to believe that this oracle of Apollo is to be 
considered a forgery invented by a monophysite theologian who pos- 

sessed wide and thorough knowledge in the fields of pagan philosophy and religion, thus 
presenting a striking resemblance to Severus of Sozopolis (or "of Antioch"). The Theosophy was 
composed, together with the principal work On True Faith, after 496, the probable year of the 
alleged finding of the oracle of Apollo at Delphi, and not later than 507-8, i.e., the year of the 
supposed end of the world according to the calculations of the Alexandrian chronological era. 

The analysis of the literary form and the religious content of this oracle encour- ages us to take it 
for granted that the Theosophy was a work devised primarily to contradict and replace 
Porphyry's anti-Christian treatise, the Philosophy from Oracles, by showing that the oracles of 
the Greek gods were not in conflict with the Christian faith, but that there was, on the contrary, a 
fundamental agreement between their message and the true Christian theosophy concerning the 
Trinity and Incarnation. After the unconditional surrender of the gods who had for so long fought 
against the new religion, no further justification was left for those pagans who obstinately contin- 
ued to refuse to embrace Christianity. 

The production of literary forgeries such as the oracle of Apollo is to be paralleled with the 
numerous and intriguing theological forgeries produced during the Christological 
controversies of the fifth and sixth centuries.124 In this context, forgery reveals itself as a 
formidable instrument of polemics and competition, seen as neces- sary in an epoch of profound 
religious conflict and cultural transformation. On the other hand, the Christian oracle of Apollo is 
a special case in the general problem of the use of Greek mythology in a society ruled by 
Christian Emperors. There was certainly a secular, or neutral, use of the classical literary 
tradition to which Christians too could make reference.125 But, in addition to this, we must 
consider the strength of the apologetic appropriation of that material aimed at emptying it of all 
pagan mean- ing. In this way, through the oracle of Apollo, it becomes clear how exceptionally 

important the Theosophy as a whole is for the study of the Christian reception, trans- mission, 
and radical reversal of ancient Greek religious ideas. This kind of transforma- tion of the 
classical heritage is beyond any doubt a matter of great significance in the history of the classical 
tradition. 



123. Severus often calls Anastasius "pious," "Christ-loving" and "God-loving": see C. Capizzi, 
L'imperatore Anastasio I (491-518). Studio sulla sua vita, la sua opera e la sua personalit4 (Orientalia 
Christiana Analecta 184), Roma 1969, 8, n. 21. 

124. On their meaning there are some interesting remarks by P.T.R. Gray, "Forgery as an 
Instrument of Progress: Reconstructing the Theological Tradition in the Sixth Century," Byzantinische 
Zeitschrift 81 (1988), 284-289. 

125. For a fresh look at this issue see now W. Liebeschuetz, "Pagan Mythology in the Christian Empire," 
International Journal of the Classical Tradition 2 (1995/96), 193-208. 
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