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PREFACE 

This study of Aphrahat the Persian Sage comes at a time when Syriac stud-
ies is coming into its own as an area of scholarly interest. Syriac Patristic 
research is in many ways the poor cousin to the greater Greco-Roman stud-
ies in Patristics. Syriac studies has gone through waves of interest; the first 
wave in modern times was in the late nineteenth to the early twentieth cen-
tury with Gustav Bickell, Jacob Forget, Salomon Funk, Jean Parisot, Louis 
Ginzberg, Frank Gavin, Richard H. Connolly, and Francis C. Burkitt. The 
second wave of scholarship on Aphrahat was from the 1930s to the 1950s 
and was, by necessity, smaller, but no less important, with the writings of 
Freidrich Loofs, Mother Mary Maude, and Irénée Hausherr. The third wave 
is the larger one emanating from the writings of Robert Murray in the 1970s 
and Sebastian Brock in the 1980s through to the present. Today, the inter-
est in Syriac studies is booming in comparison to previous decades. I am 
quite happy to be part of the expansion and promotion of Syriac studies to 
the English speaking reader.  

My personal agenda is to show Aphrahat as the great theologian he is. 
My study focuses on Aphrahat’s use of the temple image with side glances 
at other relevant authors and texts including Scripture, Second Temple 
Judaism, the Odes of Solomon, the Liber Graduum, the Gospel and Acts of 
Thomas, Ephrem the Syrian, and Macarius of Egypt. My book shows that 
Aphrahat is not a lone voice crying in the wilderness of the Persian Empire 
in the mid-fourth century. He uses ideas and themes with ancient lineage 
and he transmits them to his audience and to us. In my view, Aphrahat 
needs to be brought out from under the shadow of his younger 
contemporary Ephrem the Syrian; and my work in a very small way helps to 
do this. I also wish to show the Syriac Fathers as they are; a group of 
authors who can help modern people to deepen their understanding of the 
scriptures and spirituality. Stephanie K. Skoyles Jarkins 

May 2008, Ozark, Missouri 
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1 

INTRODUCTION 

[The Sage] is a great temple for his Creator: and the King of the heights 
enters and dwells in him, raises his intellect to the heights and makes his 
thought soar to the sanctuary, revealing to him treasures of all kinds.  

Aphrahat, Dem. Fourteen1  

  

̇ ܘîܐܠ ܘûüܐ :ܕîܒÍܕܗ ̱ܗĆàÝØܐ ܗܘ ܪܒܐ ̇â Ìܐ̇ܒĆâܪܘ Þà:  

Íø ÿÙܒß ܗÿܒýÐâ ܚûòâܐ ܘĆâܘûß ܗÿÙîܪÿß Ìß ܐĆàïâܕÌü  

  .áÜ̈ ܓçÙåÍܕܘÍÐâܐ Ìß ܓÎܐ 

 
The longing to know the Divine is a universal desire. Sixteen hundred years 
ago the Persian bishop Aphrahat taught his flock that they could become 
temples of God, ascend to the heavenly temple and see God with the eyes 
of the heart. Heaven, or the heavenly temple, is not some closed off envi-
ronment only experienced by the dead; it is accessible to the living holy 
people of God in Aphrahat’s time, and I would posit, also to those who are 
alive today. The writings of Aphrahat the Sage are relevant because he pre-
sents his own personal experience of ascent to heaven as well as arguments 
from Scripture to explore this important mystical journey for the devout. 
This book contends that the image of the temple is the hinge of Aphrahat’s 
theological anthropology; the image encompasses his christology, sacramen-
tology, and ecclesiology. For Aphrahat, the celibate ascetic may become a 
divine temple and then ascend to the heavenly temple and see the throne of 
God itself. Aphrahat functions within the mystical milieu of the Second 
Temple Jewish Merkabah riders together with other Syriac Christian authors 
of his time. This work focuses upon one theme in Aphrahat’s Demonstra-
tions, the temple, and uses it as the lens through which to explain Aphrahat’s 
theological anthropology and its relationship to Christian and Jewish mysti-
cal traditions. No one to date has written primarily on Aphrahat’s temple 
                                                 

1 D 14:35 (PS I/661:17–21). 
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2 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

theology and even his theological anthropology has received very little at-
tention. 

BIOGRAPHY 
Little is known for certain about Aphrahat the Persian Sage except for his 
name, and even that is debated. S. Brock writes, “Nothing is known of the 
circumstances of [Aphrahat’s] life; later tradition anachronistically made him 
into an abbot of the famous monastery of Mar Mattai near Mosul in north 
Iraq.”2 Even though nothing is known, this does not stop the hypotheses 
from flying; if anything, it makes the figure of the author of the Demonstra-
tions even more intriguing because of his elusiveness. 

The only extant work of Aphrahat’s is entitled The Demonstrations (fl. 
337–345 C.E.), written in Syriac. This is a complete corpus of twenty-three 
discourses which are similar to sermons, or theological tractates. Demon-
strations 1 through 10 were written in 337 C.E., Demonstrations 11 
through 22 were written in 344 C.E., and finally, Demonstration 23 was 
written in 345 C.E. Aphrahat mentions the dates of his compositions in 
terms of the reign of the Persian King Shapur II and according to the reign 
of the Greeks.3 These demonstrations are organized acrostically. The first 

                                                 
2 Sebastian P. Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life (Kalama-

zoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1987), 2. 
3 Annotation of the Demonstrations will follow the common convention in 

Aphrahat studies for citation. The first number is the demonstration number and 
the second the section number. The sections were determined by William Wright 
who edited the first manuscripts and then were adapted by Joannes Parisot. The 
numbers in parentheses are from the Patrologia Syriacum text edited by Jean Parisot, 
Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes, vol. 1 and 2 (Paris: Firmin-Didat et socii, 
1894) and indicate volume, column, and line numbers. The / denotes the end of 
the line. Thus the following has two lines of Syriac text per line typed. All transla-
tions are by the author.  

D 22:25 (PS I/1044.11–20): “I wrote the first ten [Demonstrations] in the six 
hundred and forty-eighth year of Alexander the son of Philip the Macedonian’s 
kingdom, as noted at the end of them. And these last twelve I wrote in the six hun-
dred and fifty-fifth year of the kingdom of the Greeks and the Romans, which is 
Alexander’s kingdom, and in the thirty-fifth year of the Persian King.” 

ø ܐûéî ÿܒÿÜ̇Ê̈ ܬܗÍÝàâܐ ܕæâܘܬ çÙïܐܐ ܘܐܪܒĆâÿü ÿæýܐ ܒÙâ
 ܘܗçÙß :ܢܕܐÊæéÝßܪܘܣ ܒÍòÙàÙñ ûܣ ÊùâܘÙåܐ ܐÞØ ܕÃØÿÜ ܒÌãßÍýܘ

ÿæýܒ ÿܒÿÜ ܐØăÏܐ ûéî̇ܬܪ Ćâÿü̈ܐܐ ܘçÙýãÏ ܘþãÏ ܖÍÝàâܬܐ ܕÙåÍØܐ  ̱

âܕ þãÏܘ çØÿßܬ ÿæýܪܘܣ ܘܒÊæéÝßܬܗ ܕܐÍÝàâ ܗÿØܐ ܕܐÙâ̇ܘܕܪ̈ܗܘ Ýàܐ ̱
 Ùèûñܐ ܀
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 INTRODUCTION 3 

ten demonstrations are a pedagogical outline of the faith in which Aphrahat 
writes that: 

These ten short books which I wrote to you borrow from one another 
and build on each other; do not separate them one from the other. I 
have written to you from ‘Alaph’ as far as ‘Yod,’ one letter following 
another. Read and learn, you and the brothers, covenanters and sons of 
our faith.4  

His intended audience is the inquirer who wrote a note asking for some 
help in learning the actions of a faithful Christian and to his community 
who specifically include Covenanters or sons of the covenant who are a 
distinct ascetic group in the Syriac Christian church.5 The second group of 
twelve demonstrations (Dem. 11–13, 15–22) were written eight years later 
and have a far more apologetic tone, the community is persecuted by the 
Persians and there is strife between the Christians and the Jews. In these 
last demonstrations, Aphrahat moves from teacher to debater, he has out-
lined what he thinks his audience should do and say when confronted by 
questions and persecution. He is not merely a figurehead extolling virtues to 
his audience who are suffering; Aphrahat knew of and personally experi-
enced the persecutions of Shapur II, the Sassanid Persian emperor.6  

Shapur II wished to consolidate his domain, and he regarded the 
Christians within his empire as a threat because of their perceived loyalty to 
the Roman Empire. The ascetics received the brunt of the attacks, which 

                                                 
4 D 10:9 (PS I/464.24–465.4)  

 çØăòè ܐûéî çÙßܗøܕÊ̈ܐøâ ÊÏ Þß ÿܒÿÜܕ ܼ ÊÏ áî ÊÏܘ çÙܒéå ÊÏ ç
çÙæܒ:â ܼ çܕܐÊÏ̈ܢÍåܘܫ ܐûñܐ ܬĆß  .âܼÞß ÿܒÿÜ ܕÍÙß ܐĆâÊîܘ óßܐ ç: 

ûø̈ܝ ܘóàØ ܐÿå ܘܐÏܐ ܒĆãÙø Úæܐ ܘܒÏ . Úæܒûܬܗܐܬܘܬܐ ܒÿܪ  ̈ ̈ ̱
 ܗÍæãØܬܢ 

5 For more on the Covenanters, see page 82. 
6 See Dem. 3:4–6, 5:1, and 14:7. Judah B. Segal, Edessa: The Blessed City (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1958), 111 and David J. Lane, “Of Wars and Rumours of 
Peace: Apocalyptic Material in Aphrahat and Šubhalmaran,” in New Heaven and New 
Earth Prophecy and the Millennium: Essays in Honour of Anthony Gelston, eds. P. J. Harlan 
and C. T. R. Hayward (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 231. For a discussion of the political 
pressures upon theological debate within Aphrahat’s writings about the persecu-
tions, see Jacob Neusner, “Constantine, Shapur II and the Jewish-Christian con-
frontation in fourth century Iran,” in Religion, literature, and society in ancient Israel, 
formative Christianity and Judaism, vol. 2, New Perspectives on Ancient Judaism (Landham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1987), 131–152. 
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4 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

started in 337 and 338 C.E., in the eighteenth year of Shapur’s reign.7 The 
first phase of the persecutions was additional taxes levied upon the Chris-
tian inhabitants, including a double head tax on the ascetics.8 The second 
phase of persecution came with the destruction of Christian buildings. 
Buildings and furnishings were destroyed; Christians were harassed and 
killed. It was probably around 340 C.E. when the first Christians were mur-
dered. The persecutions lasted for about a half century.9 All of Aphrahat’s 
Demonstrations are produced during this very difficult time for the church, 
but the last half of the demonstrations, 11–23, are more concerned with 
surviving this tribulation than the first ten demonstrations, which are pri-
marily apologetic pedagogical treatises.10 Since we can date his writings so 
exactly, in one case to the month in which it was written; Aphrahat is a reli-
able witness to these persecutions.  

Two demonstrations do not fit into the two groups Dems. 1–10 and 
the second half (11–13, 15–22); these are Dems. 14 and 23. To take the last 
demonstration first, Dem. 23 was written in 345 C.E. a year after the other 
demonstrations. Aphrahat wrote it due to another request from his friend, 
this letter is now lost.11 The topics of Dem. 23 are of judgement, blessing, 
and mercy. The tone is that of a man who is tired and older with final hopes 
of teaching his community what needs to still be done. His final paragraph 
of this his last Demonstration is: 

I wrote this letter to you, my friend, in the month of August [Ab] in the 
six hundred and fifty-sixth year of Alexander’s kingdom, Philip the Ma-
cedonian’s son, and in the thirty-sixth year of Shapur,  king of Persia, 
who has caused persecutions, and in the fifth year after the churches be-
ing demolished, and in the year in which there was a great ravaging of 
martyrs in the land of the east, after writing those twenty-two previous 

                                                 
7 This is according to the Acts of Zábina which claim to be an eye witness ac-

count by ’Eša’iá bar Hadrdïbï. However, according to Vööbus, this text was com-
piled in Edessa and not in Persia. Arthur Vööbus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian 
Orient, vol. 2 (Louvain: Secrétariat du Corpus, 1958), 235. 

8 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 2, 238. 
9 Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 4. 
10 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 2, 239. 
11 D 23:1 (PS II/1.1–3)  “I am writing to explain to you, [my] beloved friend, 

about the topics you asked of me, concerning that blessing which is hidden in the 
grape cluster.” 

Úåÿïܐ ܕܬܒü̈ܪ çÙßܗ áî ܐĆãÙÏܪ ÚܒÙܒÏ ÞØÍÏܘܒ ܘܐÿÜܗܝ :ܐ áî 
 :ܒÍܪÿÜܐ ܕûÙãÒܐ ܒéܓĆßÍܐ
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 INTRODUCTION 5 

chapters, arranged alphabetically, one following the other. Read and 
learn, and remember your friend. The demonstration on the grapeclus-
ter is completed.12  

Despite the persecutions and deaths, Aphrahat continues on with his work 
to write various treatises on the Christian faith to help his friend “the 
inquirer” and his community. One other demonstration in the collection 
does not fit within the two groups; Dem. 14 is a distinctly different treatise. 

Although Demonstration Fourteen was written in the same year as the 
second group of Demonstrations (11–13, 15–22);13 it has a dissimilar audi-
ence and tone. Aphrahat’s manner in Dem. Fourteen is that of an equal or 
superior to the bishops and clergy Seleucia-Ctesiphon. In his synodal letter, 
he writes with the authority to exhort improved behavior and he expects 
that they will listen and respond correctly. The opening of the demonstra-
tion has the salutation to “our brothers, well loved and very dear, the bish-
ops, priests, deacons and all the Church, with all the children of the Church 
who are with you and all the people of God who are in Seleucia and Ctesi-
phon...”14 G. Nedungatt notes that there is “a focus on fraternal unity 
which is probably the solution for the vacant See due to Shapur’s persecu-
tion in 341 and onwards.”15 The evidence of the salutation, the concerns 

                                                 
12 D 23:69 (PS II/149.1–12)  

 çÙýãÏܐܐ ܘĆâÿü ÿæüܚ ܐܒ ܕûÙܒ ÚܒÙܒÏ ܬܐ ܗܕܐûܐܓ Þß ÿܒÿÜ̇
 ܘÿü  ܘܒÿæý ܬçØÿß:ܘÿü ܕÍÝàâܬܗ ܕܐÊæéÝßܪܘܣ ܒÍòÙàÙñ ûܣ ÊùâܘÙåܐ

 :Êî̈ܬܐ Ùèûñܐ ܕܗܘ îܒÊ ܪܕܘÙñܐ܇ ܒþãÏ ÿæý ܕܐܬăùîܝ ĆàÝܐâ̇ܕüܒÍܪ 
Ìèܐ ܕÿܒܐ ܪܒûÏ ܐ ܕܗܘܬÿæýܕ̱̈ܒ ÿܒÿÜܪ ܕÿܐ܇ ܒÐåÊâܐ ܕî̇ܐ ܒܐܪ

ûøܝ . ̈ ܕáî çÙãÙè ܐܬܘܬܐ ÊÏ ܒÿܪ ÙâÊø̈ÊÏܐܗçØûéî çÙß ܘܬܪçØ̈ ܪü̈ܐ 
 ܘóàØ ܘܐܬܕÐß ûÜܒÙܒÞ܀ ÿãàü ܬÿØÍÏܐ ܕÿÙÒÍÒܐ ܀

13 D 14:50 (PS I/724.24–725.2) Aphrahat writes: “This letter is written in the 
month of Easter [Shebat], in year six hundred and fifty-five of the kingdom of 
Alexander son of Phillip the Macedonian, and in the thirty-fifth year of Shapur, 
king of Persia.”  

ܐ ܒûÙܚ üܒÔ ܕĆâÿü ÿæüܐܐ ܘçÙýãÏ ܘØÿÜ þãÏܒܐ ܐܓûܬܐ ܗܕ
ܘܒÿæý ܬçØÿß ܘþãÏ . ܕÍÝàâܬܗ ܕܐÊæéÝßܪܘܣ ܒÍòÙàÙñ ûܣ ÊùâܘÙåܐ

â ܪÍܒüܐ̇ܕÙèûñ ܐÝà .  
14 D 14:1 (PS I/573.7–11) 

Ćß̈ܐÏ çÙÏܒÙܒܐ ܘܪĆãÙÏ̈ܐ ܐñÍùéñܐ ܘýÙýøܐ ܘæýãýâܐ ÊàØ ÌàÜ äîܐ  ̈ ̈̈ ̈
 úÙàéܒ ÿØܐ ܕܐÌßܕܐ ÌàÜ ܐĆãîܢ ܘÍÜܬÍß ÿØܬܐ ܕܐÊî̱ܕ

 ܘܒÍòéÙÓùܢ 
15 George Nedungatt, “The Authenticity of Aphrahat’s synodal letter,” OCP 

46, 1 (1980), 69. For an old but still very thorough study of D 14 see Jacob Forget, 
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6 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

expressed, and the general tenor of Dem. Fourteen all suggest that Aphrahat 
was a bishop.16 The whole corpus of Demonstrations has a great continuity in 
terms of the imagery used, especially when linked to the temple as a divine 
dwelling in a person; throughout the work Aphrahat uses similar ideas, 
scriptural supports, and themes to illuminate his arguments about the divine 
temple. 

Part of the appeal of Aphrahat’s writings is that they are written in 
somewhat simple Syriac and lack the Greek syllogisms and rhetorical splen-
dor of his contemporaries to the West, for example the Cappadocians. 
Aphrahat has been commonly portrayed as a “pure Semite” whose works 
can aid the later generations to find Syriac theology without the taint of 
Hellenism.17 There appears to be a basic unarticulated scholarly assumption 
that the Persian Empire was a backwater where there was no news or influ-
ence from the West. Aphrahat’s own writings debunk this idea. He even 
writes about Diocletian’s persecutions of the Christians (303–312 C.E.):  

Also for our brothers in the West, in the days of Diocletian came great 
suffering and persecution to all the church of God in all of their areas. 

                                                                                                             
De Vita et Scriptis Aphraatis Sapientis Persae (Louvain: Catholic University, 1882), 
130–223. 

16 No one less than a bishop could get away with such a tongue lashing of the 
Seleucia-Ctesiphon leaders unless, of course, he was possibly an ascetic leader 
(similar to an abbot) and not a bishop. In any case, Aphrahat was an ascetic Chris-
tian leader who did not refrain from correcting all members of the church in spite 
of rank or stature. 

17 Quispel writes of “the non-Greek theology of Aphraates.” Gilles Quispel, 
“The Study of Encratism: A Historical Survey,” in La Tradizione Dell’Enkrateia: Mo-
tivazioni Ontologiche e Protologiche, ed. Ugo Bianchi (Rome: Edizioni dell’ateneo, 1985), 
58. Brock notes that the Greek language and culture influenced the Syriac world 
but Aphrahat and even Ephrem still: “preferred to write in an essentially Semitic 
mode.” Sebastian P. Brock, “The Syriac Background to the World of Theodore of 
Tarsus,” chap. in From Ephrem to Romanos: Interactions Between Syriac and Greek in Late 
Antiquity, Variorum Collected Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995; Ashgate Publishing, 1999), 30–53 III. See also Sebastian P. Brock, “Greek 
Words in Syriac: Some General Features,” chap. in From Ephrem to Romanos: Interac-
tions Between Syriac and Greek in Late Antiquity, Variorum Collected Studies (Jerusa-
lem: 1996; Ashgate Publishing, 1999), 251–262 XVI.  
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 INTRODUCTION 7 

Churches were destroyed and ruined; many people were declared con-
fessors and martyrs.18 

Even though these persecutions ended twenty five years before Aphrahat’s 
first writings, the mention of them is evidence that he knew of events in the 
Western or Greek side of the empire. Aphrahat was not functioning in a 
complete vacuum. As R. Murray notes: 

The purity of Aphrahat’s language and idiom remains beyond question; 
but there is a danger of a kind of romanticism which neglects the degree 
to which the entire area where Syriac literature came to flower had for 
centuries been penetrated by Hellenistic cultural influence, in ways not 
resisted by linguistic barriers.19 

Aphrahat does not have the rhetorical style of St. John Chrysostom, but the 
Sage’s prose is very articulate and pleasing. His primary concern is pastoral 
edification within the context of his Christian community. The theology 
within his exhortative works is orthodox Christian, though it is not 
expressed in Greek philosophical terms.  

Yet another appeal of the Demonstrations, beyond their value as a wit-
ness to early Syriac Christianity, is that they have a singularly good manu-
script tradition which has portions originating a little over a hundred years 
after the last treatise was written.20 The Demonstrations were translated into 
many different languages: Armenian, Ethiopic, and later into Latin, French, 
German, and English.21 The Armenian translation which was completed in 

                                                 
18 D 21:23 (PS I/988.21–989.3) 

̈ܘܐܦ áî ܐçÙÏ ܕܒûïãܒܐ ܒÚâÍÙ ܕܘÍæÙÓàøܣ ܗܘܐ ܐܘå÷ßܐ ܪܒܐ  ̈
ܘܐÿèܬܪ̈ܝ . ÌåܘܢÙṉ̃Êܐ Êî ÌàÝßܬܐ ܕܐÌßܐ ܕܒÌàÝ ܐܘÏܘܪܕܘ

î ܐăùîܘܐܬÊ̈ܬܐ:Íâ ÍØܕ̈ ܘܐܘܕÌèܐ ܘæØ̈ܐܐܕÙܓè ̈ܐ: 
19 Robert Murray, “Hellenistic-Jewish Rhetoric in Aphrahat,” in III Symposium 

Syriacum 1980, OCA vol. 221, ed. René Lavenant (Rome: Pont. Institutum Stu-
diorum Orientalium, 1983), 79. 

20 MS “A” = (B.L. Add 14619) Sixth century. MS “B” / “B” = (B.L. Add 
17182) which originated from 473 C.E. first part and 511 C.E. second part, follow-
ing W. Wright’s notations. Manuscript B has the scribal attestation to the author 
being “Mar Jacob, the Persian Sage.” See Marie-Joseph Pierre, Aphraate le Sage Per-
san: Les Exposés (Paris: Éditions les Cerf, 1988–89), 40–42. 

21 A complete English translation of the Demonstrations by Adam Lehto is due 
to be published by Paulist Press. In the meantime, one must look in at least three 
different books for translations of various demonstrations. A. E. Johnson trans-
lated Demonstrations 1, 5, 6, 8, 10, 17, 21, 22 in NPNF, second series, vol. 13, ed. 
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8 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

the fifth century caused some confusion over Aphrahat’s name because it 
attributes the Demonstrations to Mar Jacob the Sage. Later on, this attribution 
was confused with Jacob of Nisibis (d. 338 C.E.) who was a contemporary 
of Aphrahat.22 However, this could not be the same person, since fully half 
of the demonstrations were written after Jacob of Nisibis’ death. 

The name Aphrahat is the Syriac version of the Persian Farhad; the 
root in Persian means “perspicacious.” Thus, Aphrahat the Persian Sage is 
actually redundant.23 There is a martyr named Aphrahat in the martyrolo-
gies compiled in Syria before 412 C.E. Our Aphrahat the Persian Sage is 
likely not the Aphrahat mentioned in the martyrologies; it was a fairly 
common name in the area. Theodoret of Cyr in his History of the Syriac Fa-
thers wrote that his mother took him to meet with an Aphrahat, but no 
mention is made of Aphrahat “the Sage.”24 The author of the Demonstrations 
is always referred to as “the Sage.” As M.-J. Pierre notes, it is tempting to 
identify Theodoret’s Aphrahat with the Sage who wrote the Demonstrations, 
but the Demonstrations were written seventy-five years before Theodoret’s 
meeting which was sometime before 416 C.E. It is possible that Aphrahat 

                                                                                                             
P. Schaff and H. Wace (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956), 345–423. Sebastian P. 
Brock translated Demonstration Four with a very useful introduction and notes in 
Syriac Fathers on Prayer, 1–28. See Jacob Neusner’s translation of Demonstrations 11, 
12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, and parts of 23 in Aphrahat and Judaism: The Christian- 
Jewish Argument in Fourth-Century Iran (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1971), 19–119. Kuriakose 
A. Valavanolickal has published a simple English translation of the Demonstrations in 
Aphrahat Demonstrations, Vol. 1 (Kerala: HIRS Publications, 2001).  

One word of caution for those who do not know Syriac. Many of the English 
translations woefully neglect the greater liturgical and more ecclesiastical language 
which Aphrahat uses. For the most part English translations avoid any sacramental 
language or overtones of Christian ecclesiology. Since I argue that Aphrahat is a 
bishop or at least a very devout Christian, I have retained the more traditional 
Christian language with references to the eucharist and liturgy. See for example, D 
23:61 (PS II/128) on page 62, and D 12:6 (PS I/516.19–517.4) on page 69. 

22 Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 46; and Edward J. Duncan, Baptism in the 
Demonstrations of Aphraates the Persian Sage (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of 
America Press, 1945), 7. 

23 Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 37. 
24 Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire des Moines de Syrie, SC vol. 234, eds. Pierre Canivet 

and Alice Leroy-Molinghen (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1977), 373–405. English 
translation by Richard M. Price, “Aphrahat,” in Theodoret of Cyr, A History of the 
Monks of Syria (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Press, 1985), 72–79.  
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lived over one hundred years, but it is unlikely.25 The evidence is inconclu-
sive whether the Demonstrations’ author is the same Aphrahat as Theodoret 
met. It is clear that the “Persian Sage” is the person responsible for the 
Demonstrations, and whether or not his name is Aphrahat or Jacob, it is ulti-
mately of little consequence.  

We also know very little about Aphrahat’s background. Some scholars 
assume that Aphrahat had pagan parents. Scholars infer this from the fol-
lowing passages: “He [Jesus Christ] prohibited us from the custom of the 
pagans and of the Samaritans.”26; and “They were jealous of us, and this is 
why they do not worship idols, so that we will not mock them, we who 
have left behind the idols and who call lies that which we inherited from 
our fathers.”27 Aphrahat uses collective nouns in both cases, so he refers to 
the community as a whole rather than to his personal experience. The best 
evidence that he was of Persian and pagan heritage is his name, but this 
alone is inconclusive. J. Neusner assumes that Aphrahat was a pagan con-
vert, born of Iranian parents.28 G. G. Blum, contra Neusner, states that 
Aphrahat is of a Semitic, not Iranian heritage.29 M.-J. Pierre comments that 
the evidence that Aphrahat was a pagan is plausible but not conclusive.30 
Moreover, it is possible that he was born a Christian and then became a 
prominent leader of his community. I presume that if his parents were pa-
gan, one or both of them became Christian when Aphrahat was a child so 
they educated him or had him educated in the Christian texts very thor-
oughly. This presumption is based upon the Sage’s extensive and complete 
knowledge of the scriptures and Christian tradition. 

Aphrahat, as his title “the Sage” suggests, knew his scriptures ex-
tremely well and used them extensively in his writings. The composition of 
the Syriac canon in Aphrahat’s time is unclear, but he did use the Law and 
the Prophets throughout his texts. The Gospel passages he cites suggest 

                                                 
25 Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 38. 
26 D 2:20 (PS I/92.14–15) çâ çàÜܐܼܘØăãüܐ ܘܕòæÏܐ ܕÏܐܘܪ ̈ .   
27 D 16:7 (PS I/781.5–8)   

çܒ ÍæÒ :çØÊܓè ܐĆß ܐăÜÿòß ܢÿàÓâܐ . ܘĆßܕ çùܒü çæÏܕ çæâ ܘܢÊéÏÿå
ãß ܬܐÍàܕܓ çØûøܐ ܘăÜÿñÊçØÌܐܒ çß Íùܒü̈ܡ ܕ: 

28 Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 4. 
29 G. Krause, and G. Müller, eds. TRE. Vol. 1 (Berlin-New York: 1977), s.v. 

“Afrahat,” by Georg G. Blum. 
30 Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 39.  

www.malankaralibrary.com



10 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

that he knew both Tatian’s Diatessaron and the separate Gospels.31 There is 
no question that the Sage knew Paul’s epistles, and the Acts of the Apostles, 
since he often quotes verbatim from these texts.32 Although Aphrahat likely 
did not know 1 or 2 Peter, 2 and 3 John, Jude nor the Book of Revelation.33 

How Aphrahat acquired his scriptural education is unclear from the 
Demonstrations. R. Murray asserts that Aphrahat received his scriptural edu-
cation “doubtless among the ascetical ‘Sons of the Covenant.’”34 This is the 
most likely scenario given that part of the role of the sons of the Covenant 
(amyq Yn\b bnay qyāmā) was to take care of the church and to teach the 
people who wanted to learn more about the Christian faith.35 It is certain 
that he was very well educated in the scriptures and quite articulate.  

                                                 
31 Aphrahat’s scriptural canon is of great interest to many scholars. Some im-

portant studies are: Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, esp. 131–143; Tjitze Baarda, 
Early Transmission of Words of Jesus: Thomas, Tatian and the Text of the New Testament 
(Amsterdam: VU Boekhandel/Uitgeverij, 1983), 111–113; Robert J. Owens, The 
Genesis and Exodus Citations of Aphrahat the Persian Sage (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1983); 
idem, “Aphrahat as a witness to the early Syriac text of Leviticus,” in The Peshitta, 
eds. P. B. Dirksen and M. J. Mulder (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985), 1–48; idem, “The 
Early Syriac text of Ben Sira in the Demonstrations of Aphrahat,” JSS 34, Spring 
(1989), 39–75; and Robert F. Shedinger, Tatian and the Jewish scriptures: A Textual and 
Philological Analysis of the Old Testament Citations in Tatian’s Diatessaron, CSCO vol. 591 
(Louvain: Peeters, 2001). A. Vööbus states that Aphrahat did not know the Diates-
saron and uses only the separate gospels. This is not the majority view of the schol-
arly world today. Arthur Vööbus, Studies in the History of the Gospel Text in Syriac, 
CSCO vol. 128, (Louvain: Imprimerie Orientaliste 1951), 42. 

32 F. H. Woods, “Homilies of Aphrahat and Acts of Karpus,” The Classical Re-
view 3, 10 (Dec, 1889): 458.  

33 After I conducted an extensive search for any reference to 1 Peter 2:4–5, I 
was obliged to conclude that Aphrahat did not know this epistle. 1 Peter 2:4–5 has 
many motifs which Aphrahat uses throughout his writings, but there is no use of 
the phrase “living stones” anywhere in the Demonstrations. These lacunae in Aphra-
hat’s scriptural canon mean that this powerful passage linking the spiritual temple 
and holy priesthood to the individual Christian believer was not known in so many 
words by Aphrahat. 1 Peter 2:4–5 “Come to him, to that living stone, rejected by 
men but in God’s sight chosen and precious; and like living stones be yourselves 
built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices ac-
ceptable to God through Jesus Christ.”  

34 Robert Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1975; reprint, Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2004), 22. 

35 The phrase “Sons of the Covenant” is discussed further on page 82.  
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Another question brought up by the scholarly community is whether 
Aphrahat was the abbot of Mar Mattai.36 This is suggested by an emenda-
tion to the C manuscript dated 1364 C.E. At the end of Dem. Twenty-three 
a colophon reads, “With the help of God, we write the Demonstration of 
the Grapecluster, of Aphrahat the Sage or Jacob, Bishop of Mar Mattai.”37 
According to I. Hausherr, this is an anachronistic appellation.38 J. Neusner, 
on the other hand, writes “The first great father of the Iranian church, 
Aphrahat, a monk of the rank of bishop at Mar Mattai […].”39 R. Murray 
concurs with J. Neusner stating that Aphrahat could be the prelate of Mar 
Mattai.40 The Demonstrations allow us to deduce that the author has great 
pastoral concerns for his community, but the presumption that he was an 
“abbot” is untenable. 

Although we cannot conclude that Aphrahat was abbot of Mar Mattai, 
there are many other tantalizing tidbits we may tease out of his writings. 
Our author was likely a member of the Bnay Qyāmā, or Sons of the Cove-
nant.41 This distinct group of ascetics had a very important ecclesiastical 
                                                 

36 Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 4 and Stephen D. Benin, “Commandments, 
Covenants, and the Jews in Aphrahat, Ephrem, and Jacob of Sarug,” in Approaches 
to Judaism in medieval times (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984), 136. 

37 Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 35. 
38 Marcel Viller, ed. DSp. (Paris: G. Beauchesne, 1937), s.v. “Aphraate,” by 

Irénée Hausherr. 
39 Jacob Neusner, “Aphrahat on Celibacy,” Judaica 28 (1972): 117. 
The term “monk” in reference to Aphrahat has come under heavy scrutiny be-

cause of various concerns over the date of origin for monasticism in the modern 
sense in the Ancient Near East. Classic monasticism, as it is commonly conceived, 
developed in Egypt under St. Anthony and St. Pachomius at the turn of the fourth 
century. It is assumed that Egyptian monasticism did not reach and influence Syria 
until the late fourth century, in other words, after Aphrahat’s time. Rather than 
dealing with this large and somewhat complex issue, the term “monk” within the 
context of Aphrahat’s writings will be eschewed.  

Although the term “monk” cannot be used for Aphrahat, it must be noted that 
all the ideas of dedication, prayer, asceticism, and service to the church are hall-
marks of monasticism. There is little disjoint between the role of the Covenanters 
at this time and the monk’s role later in Syriac tradition, as is shown further in 
Chapter 2 of this work, see page 73. Perhaps future research will support the view 
that monasticism developed concurrently in Egypt and Syria. 

40 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 29. 
41 Robert Murray, “The Features of the Earliest Christian Asceticism,” in Chris-

tian Spirituality: Essays in Honour of Gordon Rupp, ed. Peter Brooks (London: SCM 
Press Ltd., 1975), 69 and Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 226. 
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12 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

role within the Syriac church. Dem. Six, “On the Sons of the Covenant,” is 
filled with advice to these ascetics. He urges his audience to right action in a 
familiar manner which suggests that he himself was a fellow Covenanter. 
The hortatory passage of Dem. 6:1, beginning with “Let us […],” illustrates 
his pastoral concerns for his persecuted community.  

Aphrahat, a Syriac Christian cleric, writing in the fourth century C.E. 
was a mystic who wrote using terminology from the same mystical thought 
as the Second Temple Jewish mystical writers with a focus on Merkabah or 
the Chariot ascending to heaven. Therefore, a quick review of secondary 
scholarship in the area of Jewish and Syriac Christian connections will help 
to illuminate the importance of mystical themes found in Second Temple 
Jewish literature and Aphrahat. Early scholars found numerous striking 
similarities between Aphrahat’s exegesis and passages in the Babylonian 
Talmud and other rabbinic writings. Many scholars characterize his scrip-
tural use as “midrashic.”42 Midrash can be defined as a rabbinic statement 
                                                 

42 In the early years of Aphrahat studies, he was commonly assumed to be a 
“docile pupil of the Jews.” Ginzberg’s assessment was based primarily on the work 
of Funk who found that there were approximately thirty four passages in Aphrahat 
which had parallels within the Haggadah. Salomon Funk, Die Haggadischen Elementen 
in den Homilien des Aphraates, des persischen Weisen (Vienna: Inaugural-Dissertation, 
1891). See Isidore Singer and Cyrus Alder, eds. Jewish Encyclopedia (New York: 
1901), s.v. “Aphraates, the Persian Sage,” by Louis Ginzberg. Gavin continues in 
this vein with his influential article in which he concludes that: “Aphraates is pecu-
liarly at one, in the idiom of his thought and the perspective of his field, with con-
temporary Rabbinic Judaism. Where he diverged, he only recombined elements 
taken from the Rabbis to reassemble them into the contour of a mosaic of a Chris-
tian character.” Frank Gavin, “Aphraates and the Jews,” JSOR VII (1923): 152. 

Later scholars refined this view to suggest that he was a Christian writer who 
was steeped in Jewish or Jewish-Christian traditions. See John S. Luttrell, “The 
influence of Babylonian Judaism on Aphrahat the Persian Sage (Ph.D. diss., HUC-
JIR, Cincinnati, OH, 1977), esp. 53–70. Luttrell compared D 18 with Baraitha 
Midrash on Exod 19:14, folio 61b and 62a. He notes that Aphrahat and the Rabbis 
used the same technical exegetical devices, “light to heavy” or the deduction from a 
minor to a major principle. Luttrell, 63. There is a strong scholarly desire to avoid 
“parallelomania” so thematic analyses are more common. See Sebastian P. Brock, 
“Jewish Traditions in Syriac Sources,” JJS 30 (1979): 212–232. Vööbus argues that 
there are Targumic touches to Aphrahat’s use of the Hebrew scriptures. His theo-
logical traditions and terminology are taken from Jewish thought. Arthur Vööbus, 
“Aphrahat,” in Nachträge zum Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, Jahrbuch für 
Antike und Christentum (1960): 154. Guillaumont suggests that both Aphrahat and 
Ephrem knew some of the Palestinian Targums and separately followed the inter-
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coupled with a quotation from scriptures.43 It is a type of biblical interpreta-
tion which is found in the Jewish biblical commentaries containing many 
inter-textual referents from among different books of scripture. Aphrahat 
functions within this interpretative context. As R. Murray and E. Rolle both 
note, there are some similarities between Aphrahat’s presentations and a 
few midrashic themes.44 If the term “midrash” is solely limited to Jewish 
rabbinic statements, then Aphrahat’s texts would be excluded. But his style 
of interpretation is closely aligned to the Jewish tradition with his extensive 
interweaving of various scriptural texts and ideas to address the difficulties 
of his time and audience. 

The common ground between Aphrahat and his Jewish contemporar-
ies is based upon their similar language, geography, and interpretation of 
common scriptures. As H. W. J. Drijvers comments:  

                                                                                                             
pretation of Exodus 4:24–26 from that source. Antoine Guillaumont, “Un midrash 
d’Exode 4, 24–26 chez Aphraate et Ephrem de Nisibe,” in A Tribute to Arthur 
Vööbus, ed. Robert H. Fischer (Chicago: Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, 
1977), 89–96. 

On the whole, we will avoid using the term “Jewish-Christian” given that it is 
extremely vague. The term is used by those who are following in Jean Daniélou’s 
footsteps, with Théologie du Judéo-Christianisme (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1958). It de-
fines a common category term for those early Christians who seem to be more 
Jewish than either their enemies or their scholarly interlocutors would like. For a 
review of the various issues and scholarly debates involved with this term see espe-
cially Robert Murray, “Jews, Hebrews and Christians: Some Needed Distinctions,” 
NovT XXIV, 3 (1982): 194–208. See also Lesie W. Barnard, “The Early Roman 
Church, Judaism, and Jewish-Christianity,” ATR 49 (1967): 371–384; Georg 
Strecker, “On the Problem of Jewish Christianity,” in Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest 
Christianity, eds. Robert A. Kraft and Gerhard Krodel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1971; Garland, 1993), 241–285; Stanley K. Riegel, “Jewish Christianity: Definitions 
and Terminology,” NTS 24 (1977/78): 410–415; Jarl E. Fossum, “Jewish-Christian 
Christology and Jewish Mysticism,” VC 37 (1983): 260–287; Hans J. W. Drijvers, 
“Jews and Christians at Edessa,” JJS XXXVI, 1 (Spr 1985): 88–102; and Simon 
Mimouni, “Le Judéo-Christianisme Syriaque: Mythe Littéraire ou Réalité Histori-
que?” VI Symposium Syriacum 1992. OCA Vol. 247, ed. René Lavenant (Rome: Pont. 
Istituto Orientale, 1994), 269–279. 

43 Albert van der Heide, “Midrash and Exegesis,” in The Book of Genesis in Jewish 
and Oriental Christian Interpretation, eds. Judith Frishman and Lucas van Rompay 
(Louvain: 1997), 44. 

44 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 54 and Elizabeth Rolle, “Aphrahat and 
the rabbis on monotheism and anthropomorphism” (PhD diss., Hebrew Union 
College., 1981), 69. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



14 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

Pagans, Jews and Christians did not live in splendid isolation in an an-
tique town in which a good deal of life was lived in public, and privacy 
was an almost unknown concept. Ideological conflicts and struggles like 
those between Christians, Jews and pagans found their origin in daily 
experiences of different religious, and consequently social, behaviour 
because religion in the ancient world was mainly a matter of public con-
duct according to traditional standards.45 

Aphrahat and his fellow Christians were not hermetically sealed away from 
any influence or interaction with their Jewish neighbors. As the Sage’s own 
polemical writings show, he was addressing arguments between his audi-
ence and the Jews about circumcision, Passover, Sabbath, being the chosen 
people of God, the Messiah, celibacy, asceticism, charity, and persecution.46  

Who these Jews were precisely cannot be determined exactly from 
Aphrahat’s side of the argument. Yet Aphrahat was living at the same time 
as the sages of the Talmud and the time of the Hekhalot Zutarti or the Lesser 
Hekhalot compilation.47 According to J. Neusner and E. Rolle, Aphrahat did 
not know any Palestinian Jews nor rabbinic Jews as we understand them 
today.48 Neusner suggests that the Jews Aphrahat knew were Adiabene Jews 
who had little or no contacts with Babylonian rabbis.49 But as E. Rolle 
notes:  

The fact that present day scholarship is unaware of the Judaism best 
known to Aphrahat does not mean that it did not exist any more than 

                                                 
45 Drijvers, “Jews and Christians at Edessa,” 89. 
46 See the following demonstrations for Aphrahat’s more polemical arguments 

against the Jews: D 11 “On Circumcision,” D 12 “On Passover,” D 13 “On the 
Sabbath,” D 15 “On the Avoidance of Food,” D 16 “On the People in place of the 
People,” D 17 “On Christ, who is the Son of God,” D 18 “Against the Jews, con-
cerning Virginity and Holiness,” D 19 “Demonstration 19: Against the Jews, who 
say that they will yet be gathered together,” D 20 “On the Support of the Poor,” 
and D 21 “On Persecution.” English translations and discussion of these demon-
strations are available in Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 19–122. 

47 Stephen D. Benin, The Footprints of God: Divine Accommodation in Jewish and 
Christian Thought (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 1993), 134. 

48 Neusner notes that: “Aphrahat and the rabbis had practically nothing in 
common, other than they lived in a single cultural continuum and believed in the 
same revelation.” Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 188. See also Rolle, “Aphrahat 
and the rabbis,” 3 and 79. 

49 Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 148–149. 
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the fact that the literature of Aphrahat’s day does not mention him 
means that he did not exist!50  

Aphrahat’s presentation of his Jewish opponents is imprecise, so his contact 
may have been indirect.51 I am of the opinion that Aphrahat had a personal 
contact with some leaders of the Jewish community in his area, though to 
what extent and how intimately we cannot know.52 As Drijvers concludes: 
“Ephrem Syrus’ works like those of Aphrahat and Origen in the third cen-
tury reflect Jewish learning and actual discussions on theological matters 
with Jewish rabbis and scribes.”53 N. Koltun-Fromm’s research into various 
common themes between Aphrahat and the rabbis shows that: “These tex-
tual correspondences attest to some sort of cross fertilization, though it is 
difficult to say how, when or in which direction.”54 J. Snaith summarizes the 
situation as: “His [Aphrahat’s] contact with Jews was therefore on an unof-
ficial, informal basis, and I suspect that the ‘Jewish debater’ sums up in his 
person any number of acquaintances.”55 Aphrahat does not write of how he 
could have learned about his Jewish neighbors, their traditions, and exege-
sis. He may have had a Jewish teacher, some rabbi of his acquaintance, or 
he may be using common ideas from his Christian Syrian church which had 
very strong and deep Jewish roots, or he may have learned some of the 

                                                 
50 Rolle, “Aphrahat and the rabbis,” 96. 
51 J. B. Segal suggests Aphrahat had a second-hand knowledge of the Targum 

and Talmud. Segal, Edessa, 100. R. Murray notes that “The Christians in Mesopo-
tamia lived at the door of the Jews like poor relations not on speaking terms.” 
Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 19. 

52 Ouellette notes that Aphrahat probably knew some Mesopotamian Jews, al-
though he does not show any acquaintance with any famous Jews. Jean Ouellette, 
“Sens et Portée de l’argument Scripturaire chez Aphraate,” in A Tribute to Arthur 
Vööbus, ed. Robert H. Fischer (Chicago: Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago, 
1977), 191. 

53 Drijvers, “Jews and Christians at Edessa,” 100 
54 Naomi Koltun-Fromm, “Sexuality and Holiness: Semitic Christian and Jew-

ish Conceptualizations of Sexual Behavior,” VC (Leiden) 54 (2000): 390. See also 
her doctoral dissertation: Naomi Koltun, “Jewish-Christian polemics in fourth cen-
tury Persian Mesopotamia: a reconstructed conversation” (PhD diss., Stanford 
University, 1994). 

55 John G. Snaith, “Aphrahat and the Jews,” in Interpreting the Hebrew Bible: Es-
says in Honor of EIJ Rosenthal, eds. John A. Emerton and Stefan C. Reif (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1982), 250. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



16 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

ideas from his fellow Christians who were having debates with the Jews in 
the area. 

The demonstrations which are deemed anti-Jewish and polemical, 
Dems. 11–21, are by far the most studied of his writings; they have been 
translated into English and many scholars have written about his irenic, for 
a Christian Patristic writer, but constant stance against the perceived threat 
of the Jews.56 The more mystical aspects of Aphrahat’s writings, for exam-
ple, ascent to heaven and the heavenly temple, have been almost wholly 
ignored.57 The connection between Aphrahat and his Jewish compatriots is 
primarily through the Peshitta which retained interpretations from the Pales-
tinian Targums58 and, I contend, secondarily through a common mystical 
view based upon Isaiah 66, the Merkabah ascent tradition and other “apoca-
lyptic” traditions. Even though Aphrahat was writing to his Christian com-
munity to teach them how to debate with their Jewish interlocutors, the 
spiritual or even mystical traditions of his community are crucial to his mes-
sage. His dual purpose of pedagogy and polemic are often confused in sec-
ondary scholarship—but Aphrahat’s pastoral goal of exhortation to his 
flock is never lost throughout his twenty-three demonstrations.  

DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS 
The prime concern of this study is the imagery of the temple. So a quick 
review of the exact words Aphrahat uses for temple throughout his work is 

                                                 
56 Some articles about Aphrahat’s interaction with the Jews of his community 

are: Klaus Deppe, “Die Rolle des Alten Testaments im Streit zwischen Christen 
und Juden nach dem Zeugnis Afrahats,” Erkenntnisse und Meinungen, vol. 1, ed. G. 
Wiesner (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1973), 83–107; Adam Becker, “Anti-
Judaism and Care for the Poor in Aphrahat’s Demonstration 20,” JECS 10, 3 
(2002): 305–327; and S. Benin, “Commandments,” 135–156. 

57 Of course, this theme has not been ignored by Robert Murray, Alexander 
Golitzin, and me. See Robert Murray, “Some themes and problems of early Syriac 
angelology,” Symposium Syriacum V, 1988 OCA vol. 236 (René Lavenant; Rome: 
Pontifical Institute Studium Orientalium, 1990), 143–153; Alexander Golitzin, 
“‘Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men’: The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Niketas 
Stethatos, and the Tradition of ‘Interiorized Apocalyptic’ in Eastern Christian As-
cetical and Mystical Literature,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 55 (2001), 125–153; idem, 
“The Place of the Presence of God: Aphrahat of Persia’s Portrait of the Christian 
Holy Man,” chap. in Synaxis Evcharistias: Charisteria eis timen tou Gerontos Aimilianou 
(Athens: Indiktos, 2003), 391–447. 

58 Brock, “Jewish Traditions,” 231.  
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in order. Payne-Smith defines the Syriac word for temple, ܐĆàÝØܗ (hayklā), 
as: “a palace, a temple.”59 The two meanings are interchangeable for the 
most part; a place where the king resides can be either a palace or a temple. 
Aphrahat uses the term to mean both temple and palace, but temple is the 
more salient definition.60 An important synonym for hayklā is ܐèÍå (nawsā), 
from the Greek root ναóς, meaning a temple or shrine.61 In all of his writ-
ings, Aphrahat uses nawsā only once, in Dem. 23:59: “You [God] have called 
us your temples62 and your majesty walks in us […].”63 Aphrahat could have 
replaced nawsā with hayklā without a change of meaning but from the con-
text of the full passage he likely used nawsā to avoid repeating himself.64 
Nawsā occurs far more frequently in other Syriac literature, for example The 
Acts of Thomas and Ephrem’s writings.65 The synonyms for hayklā which 

                                                 
59 Robert Payne-Smith, A Compendious Syriac Dictionary, ed. Jessie Payne-Smith 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903; Eerdmanns, 1996), 103. 
60 Aphrahat uses hayklā and its cognates over thirty times in his Demonstrations. 

The specific citations are: D 1:3 (9.2–8), D 1:5 (13.19), D 3:2 (101.19), D 4:10 
(157.22–23), D 5:7 (197.3), D 5:20 (221.10), D 5:22 (228.9), D 6:1 (252.11), D 6:10 
(280.22), D 6:11 (284.5), D 6:14 (292.19), D 6:15 (297.17), D 9:4 (416.3), D 9:7 
(421.24), D 12:8 (524.22 and 525.3), D 13:12 (569.2), D 14:28 (645.20), D 14:35 
(661.17), D 14:38 (680.13), D 17:6 (796.1), D 17:7 (800.8–9), D 21:4 (941.2), D 21:5 
(945.20), D 21:17 (972.16–20), D 23:47 (II/92.25), and D 23:59 (II/121.13). Unless 
otherwise noted, all citations are from Parisot’s first volume of Patrologia Syriaca. 

61 Payne-Smith, 333. 
62 Syr. ÙèÍå̈ܐ   nawsye. 
63 D 23:59 (PS II/121.14) ÿØûø ÞÙèÍåܬܟ: ܢ̈ܘÍܪܒ çܒ ÿÝßܘܗ   
64 See discussion of D 23:59 in Chapter Five, page 142. 
65 See discussion Ephrem, page 93. The Acts of Judas Thomas are an apocryphal 

collection of stories which was originally composed in Syriac, likely in the third 
century C.E., and translated into Greek, Latin, Ethiopic, Arabic, and Armenian. If 
we are to follow Klijn’s conclusions, the Acts may come from an Edessan Jewish 
or Christian environment, with both Jewish and Hellenistic ideas present. While 
this text earned a questionable reputation in the Latin West, the Acts continued to 
be accorded esteem by the Syrian church, though with some editing. See A. F. J. 
Klijn’s translation entitled The Acts of Thomas (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1962), 13, 20, and 
53. William Wright, Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, vol. 1: The Syriac Texts. (London, 
1871), 172–333 and vol. II: The English Translation (London 1871), 146–298. For the 
Greek version see André-Jean Festugière, Les Actes Apocryphes de Jean et de Thomas: 
Traduction Française et Notes Critiques (Cahiers d’Orientalisme 6; Geneva: Patrick 
Cramer, 1983). 
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refer to a dwelling place or home are far more numerous and important for 
Aphrahat than any palace related words.66 

A closely related term to temple within Aphrahat’s work is 
 ûãïâ (macmrā) dwelling-place, a dwelling or an abode. When combinedܐ
with the word for single ones ܐØÊÙÐØ (ihidayē) it may also mean a monas-
tery.67 In Aphrahat’s first demonstration, he writes that one must grow in 
faith, and that a person’s body is analogous to a building: “And when one’s 
whole building is raised up, completed, and perfected, then it becomes a 
house and a temple68 for a dwelling-place of Christ.”69 Aphrahat writes that 
a person’s body is a house ܐÿÙܒ (baytā) of Christ or of God.70 The Sage 
uses “house” imagery throughout his Demonstrations, and he is usually refer-
ring to the person who is filled with the Spirit and has become the divine 
temple.71 On one occasion the Sage refers to the churches in his community 
as God’s house: “Have compassion for your people plundered, for your 
house destroyed, for your altars pulled down, for your priests slaughtered, 
for your Covenant persecuted, for your scriptures which are sealed [away], 

                                                 
66 Aphrahat uses hayklā once in reference to the Babylonian King’s palace. See 

D 5:7 (PS I/197.3) “And if you boast about your sons, they will be led away from 
you to the beast, like the sons of king Hezekiah were led away and became eunuchs 
in the palace of the king of Babylon.” (2 Kings 20:12–19; Isaiah 39:1–8) 

67 Payne-Smith, 289. 
68 Syr. ܐĆàÝØܗ hayklā. 
69 D 1:3 (PS I/8.25–9.2) See page 30 for the full quotation. 

ܼܘĆâܐ ܕÌàÜ úàè ܒÌæÙæ ܘܐáàÜÿü ܘܐܬܓûã ܗçØÊØ ܗܘܐ ܒÿÙܐ 
 ÐÙýâܐܕܘܗĆàÝØܐ ûãïãßܐ 

70 See Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, eds. TDNT trans. G. W. 
Bromiley (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1964–1976), s.v. “οíκος,” by Otto Michel. See 
also, Gerhard J. Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, eds. TDOT trans. J. T. Willis 
and G. W. Bromily, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), s.v. “בית,” by H. A. Hoffner. 

71 The person as the house of God is very common within the Demonstrations. 
See, for example, D 6:17 (PS I/301.17–304.19). In this passage Aphrahat has an 
extended analogy with the person being the house of God, until through wrong 
action, the person becomes the house for Satan, see page 126. A second passage is 
D 9:9 (PS I/429.2–4) in which Aphrahat writes that the humble person may be-
come the ‘house of dwelling for the Messiah’ (ܐÐÙýãß ܐûãïâ ÿÙܒ bayt macmrā 
lmashihā). In one of Aphrahat’s accounts of a sage ascending to the heavens he re-
fers to the holy person as both a temple and a holy house or sanctuary, D 14:35 (PS 
I/661:17–21), see page 1. 
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for us dispersed and for us plundered.”72 The image of a house applies to 
both the individual person as well as the collective churches of Aphrahat’s 
community. 

Aphrahat uses many synonyms for the temple including a house for 
sheep, ܐûØܕ (dayrā). The term dayrā or dwelling place occurs only five times 
throughout the Demonstrations. It occurs three times in conjunction with 
“sons of his dwelling” and twice alone.73 This term is used for monasteries 
approximately a century after Aphrahat.74 The temple is the most important 
term, but the many synonyms, including dwelling-place, house, and 
sheepfold, also factor into his divine indwelling imagery. 

The Greek terms for temple most often used in the NT are ναóς 
(temple building itself)75 or ερóν (entire sacred compound).76 Jesus himself 
drew the connection between the Jerusalem temple and his own body in 
John 2:21. Paul drew a direct connection between the temple and human 
body which Aphrahat uses as one of his primary scriptural sources for his 
                                                 

72 D 23:53 (PS II/105.21–27) 
̈ Êâ áîܒáî : ÞÙÐ ܒÿÙܟ ܕûÏܒ:ܬܪÞãî áî Þýòå äî ܒÎØÎܐ

çÙòÙÐèܕ:çÙܒØûÏܕ ÞÙåÌÜ áî ̈:óØܕܪܕ ÞãÙø áî :çÙãØÿÏܕ ÞÙܒÿÜ áî ̈: 
  .â áîܒÊܪܘܬܢ ܘáî ܒÎØÎܘܬܢ

73 Dayrā is used in D 10:2 (PS I/448.13) within the context of Joshua son of 
Nun, who gave the sheep their sheepfold and in D 22:13 (PS I/1020.18–19). 

74 See too D 14:39 (PS I/684.7), D 14:41 (PS I/692.24) for other references to 
‘sons of his dwelling’ (ܗûØܕ Úæ̈ܒ  bnay dayreh). Payne-Smith, 91; Vööbus, History of 
Asceticism, vol. 1, 229. Vööbus notes that Rabbula uses the term dayrā to refer to his 
monastery. Arthur Vööbus, Syriac and Arabic Documents Regarding Legislation Relative to 
Syrian Asceticism (Stockholm: Etse, 1960), 27. See also Shafiq AbouZayd, Ihidayutha: 
A Study of the Life of Singleness in the Syrian Orient. From Ignatius of Antioch to Chalcedon 
451 A.D. (Oxford: ARAM Society for Syro-Mesopotamian Studies, 1993), 308. 

75 Key citations with ναóς naos are 1 Cor 3:16-17; 2 Cor 6:16; Eph 2:21. 
76 Key citations with ερóν hieron are: Matt 12:6 “I tell you, something greater 

than the Temple (ερóυ) is here.” In this passage Jesus explains that the priests do 
not profane the Sabbath when they work. The rest of the ερóν texts refer in the 
simplest sense to the Jerusalem Temple: i.e. Jesus’ temptation and the cleansing of 
the Temple. See Ethelbert W. Bullinger, “Temple,” A Critical Lexicon and Concordance 
to the English and Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishers, 
1975), 764.  

Even though in the Greek there is a distinction between ερóν and ναóς, in 
the Syriac Peshitta translation both terms are rendered with the same term áÝØܗ 
haykal. See the Peshitta of 1 Cor 3:16, 17; 2 Cor 6:16; and Matt 12:6. George A. 
Kiraz, ed. “áÝØܗ hekal,” Concordance to the Syriac New Testament, vol. 2 (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 1993), 767–770. 
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temple imagery (cf. 1 Cor 3:9–17, 1 Cor 6:19 and 2 Cor 2:17). Jesus’ own 
life centered largely around the rituals of the temple: his birth was an-
nounced in the temple (Luke 1:17; 2:27–32 ), he was presented in the tem-
ple when he was eight days old (Luke 2:46), he taught in the temple (John 
7:14) and cleansed it (Mark 11:17 and parallels). Aphrahat writes throughout 
his Demonstrations that the believer is only called the temple of God because 
Christ himself is the temple and the believer participates in Christ.  

In the Sage’s hands, temple and its various cognates represent a multi-
tude of meanings, ranging from the simple—references to the physical 
building of the Jerusalem temple—to the more complex, temple is the 
Christ dwelling within a person. Temple, tabernacle, abode, sheepfold, 
treasury and habitation, all have a common underlying sense, meaning 
something or someone special is resting within a place. This place may be a 
locale on earth or it may be within the human heart. All the various layers 
of meaning weave together within the term temple, so it is for this reason 
that we may continue with this work examining the facets of Aphrahat’s 
temple imagery. 

Aphrahat’s theological anthropology involves a mystic who becomes a 
divine temple and then may ascend to heaven. Within this rather simple 
statement there are various important concepts which need clarification; 
these concepts are: apocalypse, ascent, mysticism, Merkabah, and hekhalot. 
The first term is “apocalypse” which also involves the congates apocalyptic 
and apocalypticism.  

The literal meaning of “apocalypse” is the revelation of concealed 
things, from the Greek ποκαλúπτω.77 The most famous text with the self 

                                                 
77 The term apokalyptō as a verb was used in Greek literature without any refer-

ence to a divine element in the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E. and then fell out of 
common use. It was popular again in the second century B.C.E. and later. G. Kittel, 
ed. TDNT, s.v. “καλúπτω,” by Albrecht Oepke. For corrections and expansions 
upon Oepke’s article, see Morton Smith, “On the History of 
ΑΠΟΚΑΛΥΠΤΩ and ΑΠΟΚΑΛΥΨΙΣ,” in Apocalypticism in the Mediterranean 
World and the Near East, ed. David Hellholm (Tübingen: JCB Mohr, 1983), 9–20. In 
the Jewish literature, the verb is used both literally and figuratively to describe how 
God relates to His creation. Smith, “On the History,” 13. In the New Testament, it 
is used four times in relation to revealing secrets, (Matt 10:26/Luke 12:2; Matt 
11:25/Luke 10:21; Matt 16:27; and Luke 2:35) and two times about revealing God 
(Matt 11:27/Luke 10:22). The only time the verb is used within an eschatological 
context is Luke 17:30 “so will it be on the day when the Son of man is revealed.” 
The Christian use of the term is very similar to the Jewish use. 
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appellation of apocalypse is the Apocalypse of John in the New Testa-
ment.78 For the most part, the Jewish and early Christian apocalypse litera-
ture dates from the Second Temple period. These texts encompass litera-
ture from the Enochic books to Daniel to various pseudepigraphical texts 
with “apocalypse” in the title, including some of the Qumran library and, of 
course, many Christian texts.79 The apocalypses were an essential literary 

                                                                                                             
Theories abound about the origins of apocalyptic literature, together with Per-

sian influence, to Ugaritic-Canaanite sources through to a more “general” Mesopo-
tamian tradition. See the following for more on the apocalyptic origins: Paul D. 
Hanson, “Prolegomena to the Study of Jewish Apocalyptic,” in Magnalia Dei: The 
Mighty Acts of God, eds. Frank Moore Cross, Werner E. Lemke, and Patrick D. 
Miller, Jr. (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1976), 395. J. Vander-
Kam suggests that rather than an either/or situation with prophetic or wisdom 
traditions being the sources for apocalyptic literature, it is more accurately a 
both/and situation. See James C. VanderKam, “The Prophetic-Sapiential Origins 
of Apocalyptic Thought,” chap. in From Revelation to Canon: Studies in the Hebrew Bible 
and Second Temple Literature (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 241–254. See also David N. 
Freedman, ed. ABD, (New York: Doubleday, 1992), s.v. “Apocalypses and Apoca-
lypticism,” by Paul Hanson and John J. Collins; James C. VanderKam, Enoch and the 
Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series 
vol. 16, (Washington, D.C: The Catholic Biblical Association of America, 1984), 
179–190; Helge S. Kvanvig, Roots of Apocalyptic: The Mesopotamian Background of the 
Enoch Figure and of the Son of Man, Wissenschaftliche Monographien zum Alten und 
Neuen Testament Vol. 61 (Vlugen: Neukirchener Verlag, 1988), 319–342 and 603–
613; and Margaret Barker, The Great High Priest: The Temple Roots of Christian Liturgy 
(London: T&T Clark, 2003), esp. 5–16. 

78 Aphrahat does not quote from the book of Revelation and it was not uni-
versally received by the church until centuries later, although Athanasius of Alex-
andria has it in his canonical list in 367 C.E. Portions of Athanasius’ Festal Letter 
XXXIX, is extant in Greek, Coptic, and Syriac, (see PG 26.1434–1440; English 
translation in Athanasius, Select Writings and Letters NPNF Second Series. Vol. 4, 
trans. Archibald Robertson (Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1892; reprint 
Hendrickson, 1995), 552; and S. Athanase, Lettres Festales et Pastorales en Copte, CSCO 
vol. 151 Scr. Coptici vol. 20, ed. L.-Theophile Lefort (Louvain: L. Durbecq, 1955), 
37). See also Timothy D. Barnes’ discussion about the Festal Letters and their dat-
ing problems in Athanasius and Constantius: Theology and Politics in the Constantinian 
Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993; reprint Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 2001), 183–191.  

79 For example, the Apocalypse of Abraham, the Apocalypse of Zephaniah 
and the Apocalypse of Paul to name but a few. See the following for translations of 
some texts: James H. Charlesworth, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols. (New 
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vehicle for mystical sentiments and had great influence on Christian litera-
ture including, I contend, Aphrahat and later Jewish literature for example 
the Hekhalot Rabbati and the Merkabah Rabbah.80 

The assorted and mostly anonymous communities who produced 
apocalypses were diverse in time, culture, language, and religion. One can-
not generalize as to the mindset of the authors nor can one assume that all 
communities who had apocalypses within their respective libraries were 
marginalized, persecuted or suffering.81 As C. Rowland notes: “The apoca-
lyptic tradition is not tied to one particular social stratum.”82 Aphrahat 
wrote most of his more apocalyptic and mystical texts later in life during the 
persecutions of Shapur II.83 Aphrahat’s Demonstrations are not apocalypses, 

                                                                                                             
York: Doubleday, 1983) and James M. Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library in Eng-
lish (New York: Harper & Row, 1988). 

80 Michael E. Stone, “Apocalyptic Literature,” chap. in Jewish Writings of the Sec-
ond Temple Period: Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Qumran Sectarian Writings, Philo, Josephus 
(Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1984), 435–436. See also John J. Collins, “Apoca-
lyptic Literature,” in Early Judaism and Its Modern Interpreters, eds. Robert A. Kraft 
and G. W. E. Nickelsburg (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986), 345–363.  

81 The destruction of the first Jerusalem Temple and later, the Second Temple, 
is suggested as a prime motivating factor for the development of apocalyptic litera-
ture. It may be true that communities who have lost their place to commune with 
God may think that they have reached the end times, but it does not mean that all 
apocalyptic literature is at essence pessimistic about the present. Aphrahat’s apoca-
lyptic passages are hopeful for both the future and the present. See especially 
Ithamar Gruenwald, From Apocalypticism to Gnosticism (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1988), 
129. 

82 Christopher C. Rowland, “Apocalyptic Literature,” in It Is Written: Scripture 
Citing Scripture, eds. D. A. Carson and H. G. M. Williamson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988), 184. 

83 Syrian Christian apocalypses have not been extensively examined, though F. 
J. Martinez did attempt to argue that there is “an indigenous Syriac apocalyptic 
tradition, irreducible to concepts like ‘early’ or ‘late’ Christian apocalypticism.” His 
collection of apocalypses examined are for the most part seventh century C.E. and 
he chose them specifically to support his thesis. He does include Ephrem’s Mēmrā 
on the Last Judgment for a fourth century example but he ignores Aphrahat’s writ-
ings. He uses Aphrahat, but only to discuss the issue in terms of the Persians and 
the Babylonians in Demonstration 5, “On the Wars.” See Francisco Javier Marti-
nez, “The Apocalyptic Genre in Syriac: the World of Pseudo-Methodius,” IV Sym-
posium Syriacum 1984, OCA vol. 229, eds. Hans J. W. Drijvers and René Lavenant 
(Rome: Pont. Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1987), 337–352. 
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but rather, they have apocalyptic imagery and some ideas which involve 
direct divine revelation to a person during the heavenly ascent. 

Ascent or apocalyptic ascent is a person’s journey to another realm, 
not on earth, and then one returns to earth to teach what has been learned. 
This journey may be done solely through the intellect ascending as Aphra-
hat usually writes, or corporeally as Enoch was written to have done.84 
Aphrahat writes of an ascent by a person who has become a divine temple 
in the quotation from the beginning of our introduction: 

[The Sage] is a great temple for his Creator: and the King of the heights 
enters and dwells in him, raises his intellect to the heights and makes his 
thought soar to the sanctuary, revealing to him treasures of all kinds. 
(Dem. 14:35) 

This passage is one of four key passages addressed later in this work with 
descriptions of various people ascending to the heavens.85 Some of the 
people who ascend are: Moses, unnamed sages, and Aphrahat himself. 
Aphrahat is one of the elite who are able to see and communicate his vision 
of the heavenly throne to his audience. J. Reeves defines the literary genre 
of apocalyptic writings with an emphasis upon the sharing of knowledge 
with the uninitiated.  

The type of knowledge that is communicated in apocalyptic writings is 
fundamentally esoteric: its content, character, and essential qualities lie 
concealed from most members of the social order and rely for their 
wider dissemination on the willingness of those privileged to receive 
such knowledge to share it with a broader public.86 

Aphrahat’s own writings are a testament to this goal, even though the 
Demonstrations are sermons they have many apocalyptic aspects to them. A 
description of an ascent to heaven fits well within the area of mystical 
thought or even has some aspects of “mysticism” to it.  

The term “mysticism” or “mystical” are words which are nebulous and 
laden with many different suppositions and assumptions.87 J. Fossum’s 
                                                 

84 See 1 Enoch discussion, p. 168. 
85 See Chapter 4 for a full discussion of ascent in Aphrahat’s writings, p. 189. 
86 John C. Reeves, Trajectories in Near Eastern Apocalyptic: A Post Rabbinic Jewish 

Apocalypse Reader (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2005), 2 
87 A useful article for terminology and possible categories of mysticism is Karl-

Erich Grozinger, “Types of Jewish Mysticism and their Relation to Theology and 
Philosophy,” in Expérience et Écriture Mystiques dans les Religions du Livre, eds. Paul B. 
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definition of mysticism within the context of apocalypticism is helpful for 
our study, since within Aphrahat’s work it is difficult to distinguish between 
the mystical and apocalyptic aspects. According to Fossum: 

Mysticism is ‘vertical’ apocalypticism. It supplements eschatology, ‘lin-
ear’ apocalypticism, by dealing with the mysteries of the heavenly world 
and the ways in which man can gain knowledge of those mysteries. A 
recondite part of Jewish mysticism concerns God’s Glory, the ‘likeness 
as the appearance of man’ upon the throne-chariot, the Merkabah, first 
seen by the prophet Ezekiel. The mystics performed journeys to heaven 
and gazed on the Glory. Futhermore, the one who ascended to heaven 
was transformed and assimilated to the Glory; he could even be mysti-
cally identified with the man-like figure on the throne.88  

                                                                                                             
Fenton and Roland Goetschel (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2000), 15–23. For further discus-
sion of both Jewish and Christian mysticism see also S. D. Fraade, “Ascetical As-
pects of Ancient Judaism,” vol. 13, World Spirituality, ed. Arthur Green (New York: 
Crossroads, 1985), 253–288; Dan Cohn-Sherbok, and Lavinia Cohn-Sherbok, Jewish 
and Christian Mysticism An Introduction (New York: Continuum, 1994); Fossum, “Jew-
ish-Christian Christology and Jewish Mysticism,” 260–287 and Gershom G. 
Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition (New York: 
Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1965). 

88 Jarl E. Fossum, The Image of the Invisible God: Essays on the Influence of Jewish 
Mysticism on Early Christology (Freiburg: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1995), 1–2. See 
also Alan F. Segal, “Paul and the Beginning of Jewish Mysticism,” in Death, Ecstasy, 
and Other Worldly Journeys, eds. John J. Collins and Michael Fishbane (New York, 
NY: State University of New York Press, 1995), 95–122. 

The scholarly debate about both apocalypse and Merkabah texts is relatively re-
cent; the connection between Merkabah mysticism and apocalyptic literature is now 
more accepted since the 1960s, when G. Scholem opened the door with his work 
linking Hekhalot literature with apocalyptic thought. (Scholem, Jewish Gnosticism, 
Merkabah Mysticism, 10–20.) I. Gruenwald continued along this line of inquiry con-
necting the rabbis who pursued the Merkabah with 1 Enoch and various other apoca-
lypses with heavenly journeys and vision of God. Ithamar Gruenwald, Apocalyptic 
and Merkavah Mysticism, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1980); idem, “Jewish Merkavah Mysticism 
and Gnosticism,” Studies in Jewish Mysticism, eds. Joseph Dan and Frank Talmage 
(Cambridge, MA: Association for Jewish Studies, 1982), 41–55; and From Apocalypti-
cism to Gnosticism, esp. 121–130. See also A. Golitzin, “Recovering the ‘Glory of 
Adam’: ‘Divine Light’ Traditions in the Dead Sea Scrolls and the Christian Asceti-
cal Literature of Fourth-Century Syro-Mesopotamia,” in The Dead Sea Scrolls as 
Background to Postbiblical Judaism and Early Christianity, Ed. J. Davila (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 2003), 275–308; idem, “Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men,”125–153; see also 
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Aphrahat’s writings of mystical ascents have many of these similar 
elements: mystics journeying to heaven, seeing the throne, and even being 
somewhat identified with the Glory.  

A succinct definition of Merkabah mysticism is: “esoteric, visionary-
mystical tradition centred upon the vision of God, seated on the celestial 
throne or Merkabah.”89 Those who participate in this type of mysticism are 
the “Descenders to the Chariot” who focus upon the mystical contempla-
tion of Ezekiel’s first chapter. The tradition is associated with R. Yohanan 
ben Zakkai and his students in the second half of the first century C.E.90 
Merkabah mysticism proposes an ascent through the Hekhalot, or [heavenly] 

                                                                                                             
Joseph Dan “The Religious Experience of the Merkavah,” in Jewish Spirituality: From 
the Bible through the Middle Ages Vol. 13 of World Spirituality, ed. Arthur Green, (New 
York: Crossroad, 1985), 289–307.) D. J. Halperin’s work on the Merkabah interprets 
it as an outgrowth of the shaviot tradition. David J. Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot: 
Early Jewish Responses to Ezekiel’s Vision (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1988), 317–318. C. 
R. A. Morray-Jones brought in the Christian component with his various articles 
and suggests that the Merkabah traditions stemmed from esoteric traditions within 
the first and second century rabbinism to which some early Christian texts are also 
a witness. C. R. A. Morray-Jones, “Transformational Mysticism in the Apocalyptic-
Merkabah tradition,” JJS 43, Spring (1992): 1–31; idem, “Paradise Revisited (2 Cor 
12:1–12) The Jewish Mystical Background of Paul’s Apostolate,” HTR 86, April 
(1993): 177–217; idem, “Paradise Revisited (2 Cor 12:1–12) Part 2,” HTR 86, July 
(1993): 265–292; and idem, The Temple Within: The Embodied Divine Image (Atlanta, 
GA: Scholars Press, 1998).) A. D. DeConick expands upon Morray-Jones’ thesis in 
her work about the Gospel of Thomas. (A. D. DeConick, Seek to See Him: Ascent and 
Vision Mysticism in the Gospel of Thomas, vol. XXXIII, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996). M. Himmelfarb explains the various aspects of the ascent 
journeys. Martha Himmelfarb, “From Prophecy to Apocalypse: The Book of the 
Watchers and Tours of Heaven,” Jewish Spirituality: From the Bible through the Middle 
Ages Vol. 13 World Spirituality, ed. Arthur Green, (New York, NY: Crossroad, 1985), 
145–165; and eadem, Ascent to Heaven in Jewish and Christian Apocalypses. esp. 33–36 
and 105–114. 

89 Morray-Jones, “Transformational Mysticism,” 2. J. Dan suggests that the 
Merkabah was the topic of very early Jewish speculation, long before the Tannaitic 
period of the first and second century C.E. How much earlier, we do not know. 
Dan, “The Religious Experience of the Merkavah,” 290. 

90 Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism, vii. See also Gruenwald, “Jew-
ish Merkavah Mysticism and Gnosticism,” 51–52. Another scholar, David Halperin 
argues that the Hekhalot materials date from no earlier than 800 C.E. This dating is 
disputed. Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot, 359–455.  
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“palaces.”91 It describes an adept’s ascent, conquest and final visions of the 
heavenly palaces. In the end, the victorious mystic is able to stand before 
the Throne and see the Glory or kavod of the Lord.  

Upon first blush, one may assume that Jewish mystical texts have little 
or nothing to say to fourth century Syriac Christian authors; however, A. 
Golitzin and other scholars have been exploring the Syrian Christian con-
nections with both the Merkabah and apocalypse literature.92 A. DeConick 
explains the juxtaposition of these Jewish mystical texts with Christianity: 

[...] it seems that during the first century, mystical notions about ascent 
and gazing on God or his Glory had filtered into Christianity via devel-
oping Jewish apocalyptic and mystical circles. It is probable that it was 
filtering into Rabbinism simultaneously. Thus, it can be plausibly argued 
that merkavah mysticism is steeped with early Jewish mystical and 
apocalyptic notions. For this reason, the rabbinic and hekhalot texts are 
valuable to the study of Christianity’s interface with early Jewish mysti-
cism.93 

R. Murray even highlights that: “They [the angelic law court] certainly fea-
ture; however, in Aphrahat’s account, in Demonstration XIV, of the vision to 
which a wise man is rapt, almost as though by the Merkabah…”94 Murray 
notes the possibilities that Aphrahat may have more in common with these 
Jewish sages than one may at first think, given that Aphrahat is a fourth 
century Persian Christian writing for Christians. Our study of Aphrahat 
corresponds with DeConick’s and Golitzin’s lines of inquiry. Aphrahat’s 
writings describing human ascent to the heavenly temple have many similar 
themes to Merkabah mysticism. Aphrahat’s writings display ideas which may 
be categorized as apocalypse as well as having common characteristics with 
Merkabah mysticism.  

                                                 
91 Gruenwald notes that “There are a number of significant ties that link the 

Merkavah material in rabbinic literature and the Hekhalot writings together, this 
notwithstanding that substantial differences exist between them in relation to their 
respective form and contents.” Gruenwald, From Apocalypticism to Gnosticism, v. 

92 See for example, Golitzin, “‘Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men,’” 125–153, 
and idem., “Recovering the ‘Glory of Adam,’” 275–308. 

93 DeConick, Seek to See Him, 31. 
94 Murray, “Some themes and problems of early Syriac angelology,” 150. 
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STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY 
We have the foundation of who Aphrahat is and what temple means in the 
simplest sense. We then turn to the process by which a person may become 
a divine temple; ascend to the heavenly temple; and mystically behold God. 
For the process of transformation of the person into a divine temple starts 
with faith in Christ, therefore initially we shall study Aphrahat’s christology. 
Through Aphrahat’s discussions of both baptism and the eucharist, we ex-
amine the sacramental realization of this faith within the context of the 
church. The next step in this process is the ascetic vow or dedication to 
God. Here we consider the various ascetic groupings and their functions 
within Aphrahat’s community. The crux of this transformation is that an 
ascetic may then actually “become a temple,” which includes a study of how 
Aphrahat describes the ascetic person as a divine temple. One of the results 
of being a divine temple is “Seeing God,” which involves heavenly ascent to 
the supernal temple, angelic ministry, and some ideas in common with Jew-
ish Merkabah mysticism. It is through faith in Christ, manifest in sacramen-
tal realities, ascetic discipline, and transformation by the divine which allows 
a human being to become a temple of God and see God. 
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1 APHRAHAT AND TEMPLE 

Aphrahat’s views about the human and the divine arise from his larger ex-
perience of scripture, his community, and the sacraments. His use of the 
term temple is remarkably consistent throughout the whole corpus of dem-
onstrations. This is intriguing since they were written over an eight year 
period and to various audiences, i.e., the inquirer who requested basic edu-
cation in the faith (Dem. 1–10), the bishops of Seleucia-Ctesiphon (Dem. 
14), and his community at large (Dem. 11–13, 15–23). The temple image is 
rooted in the reality of the Jerusalem temple while at the same time both 
expanded to the heavenly realm and contracted to the realm of the person. 
Aphrahat describes the restoration of fallen humanity and its elevation to its 
ultimate destiny of becoming dwelling places for the divine. When Adam is 
first created, he knows his Creator and is the dwelling place of the Spirit. 
He then disobeys and rejects the Law of God and becomes divided into 
two, rather than being one with God. The resolution of the Fall and union 
with Christ comes when a person recognizes his Creator through faith, is 
baptized, participates in the eucharist, and dedicates himself to Christ. He 
then becomes the temple of God. Through the transformation of becoming 
a divine temple, the person may experience what Aphrahat himself experi-
enced, an ascent to heaven through the mind and heart. The greatest temple 
of heaven is accessed via the smallest temple of the human heart. This 
chapter examines the fundamental elements of Aphrahat’s temple imagery 
through the foci of scripture, Adam’s fall, Jesus Christ, the church and the 
sacraments.  

SCRIPTURAL QUOTATIONS 
The primary use of the term “temple” in the Demonstrations is of the individ-
ual person as the temple of God. The goal of the Christian in this life is to 
become the temple of Christ, according to Aphrahat. So central is this 
theme that the Sage presents it immediately in Dem. 1:3 and ends with it in 
Dem. 23:59. The temple motif continually intertwines through most of the 
intervening demonstrations. The image of the temple is a fully fleshed out 
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motif which encapsulates Aphrahat’s theological anthropology. The follow-
ing excerpt from the first Demonstration, written to teach the basics of the 
Christian faith, summarizes the process by which an individual becomes a 
temple in Aphrahat’s Demonstrations:  

Dem. 1:3: But now hear about faith that is based on the rock,95 and 
about the building that is raised up on the rock. For first a person be-
lieves, and when one believes, one loves. When one loves, one hopes. 
When one hopes, one is justified. When one is justified, one is per-
fected. When one is perfected, one is completed. And when one’s whole 
building is raised up, completed, and perfected, then it becomes a house 
and a temple96 for a dwelling place97 of Christ, as Jeremiah the Prophet 
said: “The temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the 
Lord are you, if you amend your ways and your works.” (Jer 7:4–5) And 
again he said by the Prophet: “I will dwell in them and walk in them.” 
(Lev 26:12) And also the Blessed Apostle said: “You are the temple of 
God and the Spirit of Christ dwells in you.” (1 Cor 3:16) And also our 
Lord again said to his disciples: “You are in Me and I am in you.” (John 
14:20)98 

                                                 
95 Aphrahat means that faith in Jesus Christ is the rock foundation for the hu-

man life. See Robert Murray’s study of this image in “The Rock and the House on 
the Rock. A chapter in the Ecclesiastical Symbolism of Aphrahat and Ephrem,” 
OCP 30 (1964): 315–362. 

96 Syr. ĆàÝØܐܗ  hayklā. 
97 Syr. ܐûãïâ macmrā. The Odes of Solomon has a similar use of dwelling-

place in reference to creation and the divine dwelling within it: Ode 22:12 “And the 
foundation of everything is Your rock. And You have built Your kingdom upon it, 
And it [you] became the dwelling-place of the holy ones.” Charlesworth, The Odes of 
Solomon the Syriac texts (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1977), 90.  

ÞñܐÜ ܡÊãàÝß ܐÿèܐÿü ܬܟ: ܘܬܗܘܐÍÝàâ ÿÙæܒ ÌÙàîܘܗܘܬ : ܘ
 .̈ܕýØÊøܐܒûãïâ ÿÙܐ 

For further discussion of the Odes of Solomon, see page 121. 
On the other hand, the typical rabbinic interpretation of the term dwelling 

place is as a synagogue or house of learning. Cf. BT Megillah 29a and Genesis Midrash 
Rabbah (Vayetze) 68.9, referenced originally in Rolle, “Aphrahat and the rabbis,” 77. 
See Harry Freedman, “Genesis,” Midrash Rabbah, vol. 1, eds. Harry Freedman and 
Maurice Simon (London: Soncino Press, 1983). 

98 D 1:3 (PS I/8.19–9.11) 
 ܘáî ܒæÙæܐ :ܼܕܗüܐ ܕáî ðãü çØ ܗÍæãØܬܐ ܕܐܬܬÜ áî ÿãÙèܐñܐ 

 : ܘĆâܐ ܕܗÊøÍß:ÃÐâ çãØܡ ܓçãØÌâ ûÙ ܒýåûܐ. ܕÜ áî úàèܐñܐ
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This passage contains many crucial elements for Aphrahat’s views of the 
person as a temple: (a) the key scriptural indwelling passages of Jer 7:4–5, 
Lev 26:12, 1 Cor 3:16, and John 14:20; (b) the perfected person called a 
temple; and (c) the process by which this perfection occurs. Aphrahat, as an 
exegete, bases his arguments in scripture as often as possible. Therefore, his 
choices of scriptural quotations are key to understanding his temple 
imagery.  

There are five scripture references which Aphrahat uses most com-
monly concerning the dwelling of God within a person. In the short section 
above he uses four of these.99 They are: Jer 7:4–5, Lev 26:12, 1 Cor 3:16, 
and John 14:20. The fifth reference is 2 Cor 6:16 which the Sage quotes in 
other important passages.100 

A particularly significant scripture passage for Aphrahat is Jeremiah 
7:4–5 in which the human being is called a temple. It is: “Do not trust in 

                                                                                                             
ûܒéâ ÃÏܐ ܕܐĆâܕܕܩ:ܘÎâ ûܒèܐ ܕĆâܘ :ûãܓÿâ ܐ ܕܐܙܕܕܩĆâܐ : ܘĆâܘ 

ãܕܐܬܓáàÜÿýâ û : ûãܘܐܬܓ áàÜÿüܘܐ ÌæÙæܒ ÌàÜ úàèܐ ܕĆâܼܘ
Ùâܐ ܼܗçØÊØ ܗܘܐ ܒÿÙܐ ܘܗĆàÝØܐ ûãïãßܐ ܕÐÙýâܐ ܐÞØ ܕܐûâ ܐܪ

 ܐܢ :̱ ܗÌàÝØ ܕØûâܐ ܗÌàÝØ ܕØûâܐ ܗÌàÝØ ܐÿåܘܢ ܕØûâܐ:åܒÙܐ
 ܕܐûãî ܒÌܘܢ :ܼܘܬܘܒ ܐûâ ܒæܒÙܐ. ̈ܬûòüܘܢ ܐܘܪÍÜÿÏ̈ܢ ܘîܒÍÝØÊܢ

̱ ܕܗÌàÝØ ܐÿåܘܢ :ܼܘܐܦ ÐÙàüܐ ÍÒܒæܐ ܗæÜܐ ܐûâ. ܘܐܗÞß ܒÌܘܢ
ܼܘܐܦ ûâܢ ܬܘܒ ܗæÜܐ ܐûâ .  ܘܪܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐ ûãîܐ ܒÍÝܢ:ܕܐÌßܐ

ÊÙãßÿß̱ܘܗܝ ̱ ܕܐÿåܘܢ ܒÚ ܐÿåܘܢ ܘܐåܐ ܒ:̈   ÍÝ̱ܢ ܐåܐ܀̱
99 The distribution of the five proof texts in the Demonstrations are as follows:  
Lev 26:12: D 1:3 (PS I/9:5–6), D 4:11 (PS I/161:21–22), D 6:14 (PS I/292:16–

19), D 13:13 (PS I/ 572:2–4), D 17:6 (PS I/793:26–27), D 17:7 (PS I/800:10–11), 
D 18:5 (PS I/829:15–16), D 23:47 (PS II/ 94:2–3) and D 23:59 (PS II/121:16–17).  

Jer 7:4–5: D 1:3 (PS I/9:2–5), D 17:6 (PS I/796:1–2). The D 23:59 (PS 
II/121:14) passage has overtones of Jer 7:4–5 with “And you call us your temples.” 
̈ܘÿØûø ÞÙèÍåܢ  The Dem. 23:59 passage is the only time that Aphrahat uses the 
Syriac version of the Greek term for temple ܐèÍå (nawsā ναός). This Greek loan 
word is only used once in the Peshitta NT as well, in Acts 19:24 according to Kiraz, 
ed. Concordance to the Syriac New Testament, s.v. “ܐèÍå.”  

1 Cor 3:16: D 1:3 (PS I/9:7–9), D 1:5 (PS I/13:20–21), D 4:10 (PS I/157:24), 
D 6:1 (PS I/252:9–12), D 12:8 (PS I/524), D 17:6 (PS I/800:9–10) and D 23:47 
(PS II/92:25–93:2).  

John 14:20: D 1:3 (PS I/9:9–11), D 4:10 (PS I/161:18–19), D 6:11 (PS 
I/281:21), D 23:47 (PS II/92:22–23) and D 23:50 (PS II/97:16–18).  

100 2 Cor 6:16: D 1:3 (PS I/9:5–6), D 4:11(PS I/161:21–22), D 6:14 (PS 
I/292:16–19), D 13:13 (PS I/ 572:2–4), D 17:6 (PS I/793:26–27), D 17:7 (PS 
I/800:10–11), D 18:5 (PS I/829:15–16), D 23:47 (PS II/ 94:2–3) and D 23:59 (PS 
II/121:16–17). 
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deceptive words: ‘This is the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, 
the temple of the Lord, are these.’” (Jer 7:4).101 Verse 4 is in two halves, 
opening with: “Do not trust in these deceptive words.” Aphrahat com-
pletely ignores the first half of this verse whenever he is quoting this 
Jeremiah proof text. He only chooses to quote what is relevant to his argu-
ment which, in this case, is the temple of the Lord passage of Jer 7:4. The 
Masoretic consonantal text of Jer 7:4 is: ל יהוה כל יהוה היכל יהוה היכהי
 these.” The“ ,המה ,The important word for our purposes is the last 102.המה
Syriac Peshitta manuscripts of Jeremiah in the Stuttgartensia have ܘܢÿåܐ 
‘atun, in Hebrew אתם, “you” emended to the end of the last repetition in-
stead of המה, “these” of the MT. The Peshitta version has “the temple of 
the Lord are you” (ܐØûâܘܢ ܕÿåܐ ÌàÝØܗ haykleh ‘atun dmāryā). Aphrahat 
builds on the Syriac emended text of Jeremiah 7:4. Even though Jer 7:4 is 
rarely considered as a text with overtones of the temple as an anthropologi-
cal symbol, in Aphrahat’s hands it most assuredly is.  

The next scriptural proof text is Lev 26:12: “And I will walk among 
you and will be your God and you shall be my people.”103 This passage de-
scribes the dwelling of the deity among his people. The dwelling of God in 
certain people makes those select people his territory or domain. This is a 
concern about which Aphrahat writes a whole demonstration—that Chris-
tians are the true people of God, taking over from the Jewish people who 
are deemed to be disloyal to God.104 The Leviticus passage together with 
Jeremiah 7:4 substantiates Aphrahat’s assertion that a devout Christian may 
become a temple and God will be dwelling within, thereby making the per-
son God’s own. Quotations from the Apostle Paul, Aphrahat’s favorite 
scripture author, further supports his argument.  

                                                 
101 All passages from scripture will be quoted according to the Revised Stan-

dard Version except internal biblical citations from other sources. 
102 Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, eds. Karl Elliger and Wilhelm Rudolph (Stutt-

gart: Deutsche Bibelstriftung, 1967/77), 795. 
103 R. J. Owens notes that when Aphrahat is citing 2 Cor 6:16 he is only deal-

ing with the first half of the verse, which follows the Peshitta exactly, and that “there 
can be little doubt that he is excerpting from his Bible.” Owens, “Aphrahat as a 
witness,” 43. 

104 D 16 entitled “On the Peoples which are in the Place of the People.” 
Ephrem shares this polemical concern of Aphrahat’s; see Robin A. Darling, “The 
“Church from the Nations” in the Exegesis of Ephrem,” in IV Symposium Syriacum 
1984, eds. Hans J. W. Drijvers and René Lavenant (Rome: Pont. Institutum Stu-
diorum Orientalium, 1987), 111–121. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



 APHRAHAT AND TEMPLE 33 

The Sage is a great student of “the Blessed Apostle” Paul (ܐÐÙàü 
 ÍÒ shlihā tubānā) as the over 225 citations within the Demonstrationsܒæܐ
witness.105 Paul is Aphrahat’s most prominent theological teacher, far out-
weighing the other writers of the New Testament and even of the Hebrew 
scriptures. Aphrahat uses the apostle Paul to guide him in terms of the “two 
spirits” concept of the human (1 Cor 15:35–58) for the tradition of “griev-
ing the Spirit” (Eph 4:30–32). The most important Pauline passages about 
the temple are: 1 Cor 3:16–17, “Do you not know that you are God’s tem-
ple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you? If any one destroys God’s temple, 
God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and that temple you are”106 
and 2 Cor 6:16, “What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we 
are the temple of the living God; as God said, ‘I will live in them and move 
among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.’” Lev 
26:12 is quoted within this citation. The Pauline quotation combines the 
sentiments from both the Leviticus and Jeremiah quotations in the Dem. 1:3 
passage. The Sage then crowns his argument with a quotation from the 
fourth gospel: John 14:20, “In that day you will know that I am in my Fa-
ther, and you in me, and I in you.” He uses this Johanine quotation many 
times throughout the Demonstrations. According to this passage, the most 
important idea is that Christ God dwells in us. So the scriptures corroborate 
Aphrahat’s view on God indwelling a person and this then creates a mini-
divine temple. His use of scripture is straightforward in the Dem 1:3 pas-
sage, though this is not always the case as other scholars have noted. 

R. Owens found that Aphrahat frequently cites scripture from mem-
ory, often inexactly, with a pronounced tendency toward accidental mixture 
of elements from different passages.107 The conflation of various passages 
makes the job of the textual critical scholar more difficult. Aphrahat also 

                                                 
105 Aphrahat’s great affinity to Pauline teaching is examined by John H. Cor-

bett, “The Pauline Tradition in Aphrahat,” in Symposium Syriacum IV, eds. Hans 
J. W. Drijvers, et. al (Rome: Pontifical Institute, 1987), 13–32; and Stephen Taylor, 
“Paul and the Persian Sage: some observations on Aphrahat’s use of the Pauline 
corpus,” chap. in The Function of Scripture in Early Jewish and Christian Tradition (Shef-
field: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998), 312–331. 

106 In the Demonstrations, 1 Corinthians is cited most often out of the Pauline 
corpus with 66 citations or allusions. 1 Cor 3 is a key scriptural chapter in Aphra-
hat’s work, especially 1 Cor 3:11–13 and 1 Cor 3:16. He uses 1 Cor 3 over fourteen 
times. For further analysis of Aphrahat’s use of Paul in his texts, see Corbett, “The 
Pauline Tradition in Aphrahat,” 29.  

107 Owens, “Aphrahat as a witness,” 11 and 42–43. 
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freely interweaves Hebrew scriptural passages with Pauline and Gospel 
texts. For example, in Dem. 17:6, the Sage writes on the creation account 
combining Jeremiah, Genesis, Leviticus, and Psalms together with an over-
tone of Paul’s second epistle to the Corinthians.  

He has honored, raised, and praised the sons of man more than all his 
creatures because he created them by his holy hands, and he breathed 
his spirit into them, and from before [all time] he made them to be a 
dwelling place. And he dwells with them and he walks with them (Lev 
26:12; 2 Cor 6:16). For he said by the prophet: “I will dwell with them, 
and I will walk with them.” And also, Jeremiah the prophet said: “The 
temple of the Lord are you, if you will amend your ways and your 
works.” (Jer 7:4–5) 108 

Demonstration 17 is presented as a Christological defense against Jewish 
questions. So it is interesting that Aphrahat seems to be using a Jewish style 
of argumentation to teach his audience how to refute Jewish opponents, as 
he calls them.109 In the above quotation, the interweaving of themes sup-
ports the assertion that human beings were created by God, filled with his 
Spirit, and thus are the locus of the Creator himself.  

As one would expect of a Patristic author, Aphrahat is steeped in the 
Scriptures. He uses the Hebrew scripture and the New Testament with 
equal ease. In Dem. 1:3, an exemplary temple passage, he weaves four key 
scriptural quotations together to create his argument. He does not quote a 
complete verse, nor does he necessarily quote a Scripture as we have evi-
dence of it existing in his time. His use of Scripture is more fluid and dy-
namic, he assumes that his audience knows the Scriptures and can fill in the 
blanks if he only cites part of a verse or text.110 Aphrahat uses the scriptures 
as a stonemason would use bricks, layering and cementing various passages 
with the mortar of his faith. 

                                                 
108 D 17:6 (PS I/793.21–796.2) Aphrahat then quotes Psalm 90:1–2.  

̱ܘáÜ çâ ܒÿØăܗ ûùØ ܘܐܪäØ ܘüܒß ÑܒÚæ ܐýåܐ ̈ áÓâ̱ ܕܒܐÊØܘܗܝ : ܼ
̈

âܢ ܘÍåܐ áܐ ܓܒÿýØÊøܼ
ç ܪܘÑòå ÌÏ ܒÌܘܢ ܘܒûãïâ ÿÙܐ ܗܘܐ ̈

äØÊø çâ ܘܢÌßܼ :ÞßÌâ ܘܢÌܐ ܘܒûü ܘܢÌܐ. ܘܒÙܒæܒ ûÙܓ ûâܼܐ :
: ܼܘܬܘܒ ܐܦ ܐܪÙâܐ åܒÙܐ ܐûâ. ܕܐûãî ܒÌܘܢ ܘܐܗÞß ܒÌܘܢ

̈ܕܗÌàÝØ ܐÿåܘܢ ܕØûâܐ ܐܢ ܬûòüܘܢ ܐܘܪÍÜÿÏ̈ܢ ܘîܒÍÝØÊܢ ̱ .  
109 For research on his possible opponents, see 14. 
110 For further examples of Aphrahat’s partial quotation method, see page 152. 
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ADAM AND PARADISE 
After highlighting some of the scriptural supports for a devout person to be 
a temple of God in Aphrahat’s argument, we now turn to the first created 
human, Adam, and the Second Adam, Jesus Christ. Aphrahat’s theology of 
Adam may be summarized as follows: salvation is dependent upon chang-
ing one’s sinful nature from that of Adam to that of the heavenly Adam, 
Christ, and thereby becoming a divine temple. This transmogrification of a 
sinful person into a divine temple begins with faith and that is the topic of 
Aphrahat’s first Demonstration in which he gives an outline of his faith:  

Now this is the faith, when a person believes in God, the Lord of all, 
who made heaven and earth, and the seas and all that is in them. He 
made Adam in his image, gave the Torah to Moses, sent from his Spirit 
to the prophets, and sent his Messiah to the world.111 

The Sage then addresses the creation accounts in Genesis 1:26 and 2:7 with 
a delineation between when the Creator thought of creating humanity and 
when the creation actually occurred.  

Humans are the elder and came before the creatures in [God’s] concep-
tion, but in birth, the creatures are the elder and before Adam. Adam 
was conceived and dwelt in God’s thought, and when in conception he 
was contained in his intellect, he created all sorts of creatures with the 
word of his mouth. When he had perfected and adorned the world so 
that it was not lacking, he then birthed Adam from his thought and 
formed the human being with his hands.112 

                                                 
111 D 1:19 (PS I/44.13–18) 

ÊÜܼ ܐçãØÌå þå ܒܐÌßܐ ûâܐ áÜ ܕîܒÊ : ̱ܗܕܐ ܗܝ ܓûÙ ܗÍæãØܬܐ ̱
Ìãß÷ܐܕܡ ܒĆß Êܒî ܘܢ܇ ܘܗܘÌܒ ÿØܕܐ áÜܐ ܘããØܐ ܘîܐ ܘܐܪÙãüܼ ܼ ̈ ̱ :

ß ܐÿØܒ ܐܘܪÌØ ̱ܘܗܘ ̈ܘܗܘ Êüܪ çâ ܪܘÌÏ ܒæܒÙܐ: üÍãܐܼ
ܼ ܼ ܼܘܗܘ ܬܘܒ : ܼ

  .Êüܼܪ Ćãàïß ÌÐÙýãßܐ
D 1:19 is often defined as Aphrahat’s “creedal” statement. A more appropriate 

description is his summary of faith. There are creedal overtones, but to define it 
specifically as such without Syrian liturgical evidence is an assumption I am not 
willing to support. Paragraph 19 is very important for the breadth of issues and 
conciseness of Aphrahat’s statements about them. See Richard H. Connolly, “The 
Early Syriac Creed,” ZNTW 7 (1906): 202–223; H. Leonard Pass, “The Creed of 
Aphraates,” JTS 9 (1908): 267–284; and Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 144–
180.  
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Aphrahat explains the two creation accounts with the rather metaphysical 
interpretation that Adam was conceived in God’s thought before the crea-
tures and thus is the first creation. This answer fits within Aphrahat’s 
greater anthropological argument, which centers upon the idea of dwell-
ing.113 Adam starts his existence by “dwelling in God’s thought;”114 he then 
dwells in Paradise until he breaks God’s law and is forced to dwell on the 
earth. The only way to return to Paradise is through the New Adam, Jesus 
Christ, who may dwell within the faithful, who then have God dwelling in 
their own thoughts, just as Adam was in God’s thoughts before Adam was 

                                                                                                             
112 D 17:7 (PS I/797.1–10) 

ûܐܕܒÿØăܒ çâ ܬܐÍæÙÓܒܒ ÚâÊøܘ þÙýø ܐýåܐ ܼ ̱ : çýÙýø ܘܬܐÊÙàÙ̈ܘܒ

ܼܘçãØÊø ܒÿØăܐ çâ ܐܕܡ
ܘÊÜ : ܼܐܬܒçÓ ܐܕܡ ܘûãî ܒýÐãܒÿܗ ܕܐÌßܐ. ̈

ܘÊÜ . ܒܒÍæÙÓܬܐ ÏܒþÙ ܒÿܪÿÙîܗ ܒÿàãܐ ÌâÍñ ܒûܐ çØÌàÜ ܒÿØăܐ
Ìܒ ûÙéÏ ܐĆß ܡÊâ ÊÜ ܐĆãàî ÿܘܨܒ ûãܓ : çâ ܐܕܡĆß ܗÊßܐܘ çØÊØܼܗ

̈ܘܓܒß Ìàܒû ܐýåܐ ܒܐÊØܘ: ýÐâܒÿܗ
 :ܗ̱ܝ̱

Aphrahat notes in D 13:11 that God created only Adam with his hands; every 
other creature was created by the word of his mouth. See D 13:11 (PS I/564–568).  

113 Pierre observes that Aphrahat’s anthropology is intermingled with various 
other aspects of his theology, including christology and soteriology. She then at-
tempts to describe how Aphrahat uses discrete terms, for example, spirit (ܐýòå) 
napshā. Pierre then writes eight pages on the one aspect of anthropology which has 
received the most attention over the years, Aphrahat’s theory of the “sleep of the 
soul.” She does not deal with the human person as the divine temple which, to my 
mind, is key to understanding his views of the interaction between the human and 
the divine. Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 181–199. 

 The issue of the “sleep of the soul” has been thoroughly examined and not 
readdressed in the last twenty years. Aphrahat suggests that when a person who is 
filled with the Holy Spirit dies, then the Spirit returns to Christ and at the last 
judgement the Spirit will return and resurrect the sleeping soul and the body of the 
just person. If a person is not just, then the Spirit will act as a prosecutor and the 
person will die a second death, D 6:18. See Daniel Plooij, “Der Descensus ad in-
feros in Aphrahat und den Oden Salomos,” ZNTW 14 (1913): 222–230; Frank 
Gavin, “The Sleep of the Soul in the Early Syriac Church,” Journal of the American 
Oriental Society 40 (1920): 103–120; Hausherr, “Aphraate,” DSp 1:746–754; Riccardo 
Terzoli, “Âme et Esprit chez Aphraate,” ParOr 3, 1 (1972): 105–118; August Vogl, 
“Die Scheolvorstellungen Afrahats,” Ostkirchliche Studien 27 (1978): 46–48 and 
Marie-Joseph Pierre, “L’âme ensommeillée et les avatars du corps selon le Sage 
Persan: Essai sur l’anthropologie d’Aphraate Part 1,” POC 32 (1982): 233–262; and 
Part 2, POC 33, 3–4 (1983): 104–142. 

114 D 17:7 (PS I/797.3–4) ܐÌßܗ ܕܐÿܒýÐãܒ ûãîܐܕܡ ܘ çÓܐܬܒ 
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created.115 Those who have God dwelling within them and have God in 
their thoughts are simply declared “a temple of God.” Aphrahat’s Demon-
strations show a glorious circle of initial creation, sinfulness, and restoration.  

In a later Demonstration, Dem. 17 rather than Dem. 1, Aphrahat writes 
that the person was created to become the temple of God, and if God is 
rejected, then the person is merely an animal: 

After God brought forth Adam from within his thought, he formed him 
from his Spirit, and gave him knowledge of discernment, so that he 
might discern good from evil and know that God had made him. And 
because he knew his Maker, God was depicted and conceived116 inside 
the thought of man. So he [man] became a temple for God his Maker, 
as it is written: “You are the temple of God” (1 Cor 3:16) and he said: “I 
shall dwell in them, and I shall walk in them.” (Lev 26:11–12) However, 
if the sons of Adam do not know their Maker, he is not depicted inside, 
he does not dwell in them, and he is not conceived in their thought. But 
he regards them like the rest of the creatures.117  

Adam was created initially to be the ultimate temple for God, but due to his 
rebellion and law breaking, death came into the world for all of humanity. 

                                                 
115 To add yet another layer of “dwelling” to this equation, Aphrahat describes 

Christ as having God dwell within Him. “When a man sweeps [clean] his soul in 
the name of Christ, Christ dwells in him, and God dwells in Christ: hence that man 
becomes one of the three—himself, and Christ who dwells in him, and God who 
dwells in Christ.” D 4:11 (PS I/161.13–17) 

̇ܘܐÌßܐ ÐÙýâ̇ : ûãîܐ ûãî ܒÌ: ̱ ܐÌýòå þå ܒĆãýܐ ܕÐÙýâܐܕĆâ þæÜܐ

ܼ ܗܘ ܒýåûܐ çâ ÊÏ ܬÿßܐáÙÝâ ܗܘܐ Ìß. ܒÐÙýãܐ
ÌâÍæø ܘÐÙýâܐ : ̇

Ìܒ ûãîܐ: ̇ܕÐÙýãܐ ܕܒÌßܘܐ:  
116 The verbs “depicted and conceived” as a set are only used four times in the 

Demonstrations, D 17:7 (PS I/796.22, 24, 800.7) and D 2:4 (PS I/53.19–23). Aphra-
hat writes of çÓܒ (bten) and  in reference to the creation of Adam (D (swr) ܨܘܪ 
17:7), Abraham’s child (D 2:4), and salvation for humans (D 17:7). 

117 D 17:7 (PS I/800.2–16)  
 Ìܒ Ñòåܘ Ìàܗ ܓܒÿܒýÐâ ÿæÙܒ çâ ܐܕܡĆß ܐÌßܐ Êßܪ ܕܐܘÿܒ çâܼܘ ܼ

çâ̱ ܪܘÌÏ ܘÌØܒ ÿîÊØܐ ܕÍñܪæüܐ  ܼܕûòåܘܫ çâ ÃÒ ܒþÙ ܘܕÊåܥ ܕܐÌßܐ ܼ
ܘܒÊØÊܥ ïßܒÍܕܗ ܐܬܬܨûØ ܘܐܬܒçÓ ܐÌßܐ ܒܓýÐâ Íܒÿܗ : îܒÊܗ

ܕܗÌàÝØ : ܐÞØ ܕÃØÿÜ: ܘܗܘܐ Ìß ܗĆàÝØܐ ĆßܐÌßܐ îܒÍܕܗ. ̱ܕܒû ܐýåܐ
ܼܘܗܘ ܐûâ. ̱ܐÿåܘܢ ܕܐÌßܐ ܒûܡ ܕçØ . ܕܐûãî ܒÌܘܢ ܘܐܗÞß ܒÌܘܢ: ܼ

 ûãî ܐĆßܗܘܢ ܘÍܒܓ ûØܬܨÿâ ܐĆß çÙîÊØ ܐĆß ܕܗܘܢÍܒïßܐܕܡ ܕ Úæ̇ܒ ̈
â ܐĆßܘܢ ܘÌܗܘܢܒÿܒýÐãܒ çÓܒÿ : ܗܝÍâÊø çÙܒÙýÏ ܐûÙïܒ ÞØܐ ܐĆß̱ܐ

 ܘܐÜûü ÞØܐ ܕܒÿØăܐ܀ 

www.malankaralibrary.com



38 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

But because of the New Adam, humanity may have the Divine indwelling 
again and may again be restored and become his temple. 

The specifics of Adam’s sin are less significant to the Sage than the re-
sult of Adam’s sin. Aphrahat suggests various reasons for Adam’s behavior 
including: pride,118 greed,119 and Satan working through Eve.120 He explains 
that:  

His Lord gave him the commandment to keep. If he had kept what was 
commanded him, then his Lord would have brought him to a higher na-
ture. Since Adam wished to receive greatness,121 which was not a part of 

                                                 
118 Aphrahat lambastes his prideful audience with the example of Adam’s folly. 

See D 14:10 (PS I/592.15–18)  “For pride and boasting has ruined many people. In 
his pride Adam was cast out from paradise, and dust became food for the serpent.”  

ÿòÐè ܐܐÙܓéß ܪܐÌܒÍüܘ ûÙܬܐ ܓÍâ̈ܪ . çâ úòå ܬܗ ܐܕܡÍâûܼܒ
 .ܘܗܘܐ ûòîܐ ĆâܐÿßÍÜܐ ØÍÐßܐ: ûñܕéØܐ

119 D 14:40 (PS I/685.18–19) “It was with a desire for food that [Satan] caused 
Adam to be cast out from paradise.”  

 :ܼܒûܓĆâ ÿܐÿßÍÜܐ ܐĆß úñܐܕܡ ûñ çâܕéØܐ
D 14:22 (PS I/625.20–22) “Sin came into the world by the bait of greed, when 

Adam sinned by the food of the tree and was cast out from paradise.”  
ßÍÜܐĆãܒ ÊÜ ܬܐÍæïØܐ ܕĆßܕÍýܐ ܒĆãàî áî ܐÿÙÓÏ ÿàî ܐæàØܐ ܕܐÿ

   .ÓÏܼܐ ܐܕܡ ܘûñ çâ úòåܕéØܐ
In the next paragraph, Aphrahat writes: “All of this earth and all of this para-

dise were insufficient for Adam’s greed which came upon him, until he longed to 
take and eat even from that he was commanded [not to].” D 14:23 (PS I/628.21–
24) 

 áî ÿàîܬܐ ܕÍæïÙß úòè ܐĆß ܐéØܕûñ ÌàÜ ܐ ܘܗܘîܐܪ ÌàÜ ̇ܘܗܝ ̇

  .ĆâÊîܼܐ ܕܐܬܪܓûܓ ܕܐܦ çâ ܕܐܬÃéå Êùñ ܘåܐÍÜܠ: ܐܕܡ
120 D 6:3 (PS I/256.25–26) “For it was through Eve that [Satan] was against 

Adam, and in his foolishness Adam was enticed by him.” 
  .ܘܐܕܡ ܐÿüܕܠ Ìß ܒýܒûܘܬܗ: áî̱ ܓÍàî ûÙܗܝ áî ܐܕܡ ܒÍÏ ÊÙܐ

D 18:8 (PS I/837.7–9) “He created Adam and Eve, but Adam is better than 
Eve in honor and virtue.” 

 .ܼܘûÙòü ÃÒ ܘÿÙâܪ ܐܕܡ ÍÏ çâܐ: ܘܒûܐ Ćßܐܕܡ ܘÍÐßܐ
Later Aphrahat explains that Adam lost his virtue when Eve was made. D 18:9 

(PS I/837.14–16) “In his virginity, Adam was loved and honored; after he begot 
Eve, he went astray and broke the commandment.” 

ܘܒÿܪ ܕܐܘÍÐß Êßܐ ïÒܐ ܘîܒûÙòü : û̱ܘܐܕܡ ܒܒÿܘÍßܬܗ ܪäÙÏ ܗܘܐ ܘ
 .åÊøÍñܐ

See also D 22:13 for a mention of Eve as the mother of all humanity. 
121 Syr.ܬܐÍâܪ rāmutā may also mean pride. 
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his nature, his Lord returned him to his previous nature of humilia-
tion.122 

Had Adam been a “law abiding citizen” of Paradise, then creation would be 
free of death and wickedness. Aphrahat writes: “But the breaking of the 
Law123 happened with Adam. From the first day and forever, he breaks the 
Law.”124 Aphrahat repeats throughout his Demonstrations that Adam was the 
first law breaker and how this results in God having to change the covenant 
with humanity.125 This focus upon Adam as the disobedient one fits within 
the Sage’s greater pedagogical objective, which is to show that Jesus Christ 
is the final and ultimate covenant between God and his people. Therefore 
the Jews are no longer Israel, since the Christians have taken their place.126 
The first and most important result of Adam breaking God’s law is death. 
Aphrahat explains: “For when Adam broke the commandment and death 
was decreed for his children, likewise death thought that [he could] im-
prison all people and become their king forever.”127 Another result of 
Adam’s rebellion is that his children became wicked and corrupt, so the 
flood and Noah’s rescue had to occur.128  

The Fall of Adam provides some wonderful negative imagery in 
Aphrahat’s Demonstrations. Adam is an illustration of the unrepentant, and 
the serpent stands for those within the community who are causing difficul-
                                                 

122 D 9:14 (PS I/440.17–22) 
ܘûâܗ åÊøÍñ Ìß äèܐ ܕûÓå ܕĆâܐ ܕÊâ ûÓåܡ ܕܐܬæÙÝß Êùñܐ ܪĆâܐ 

ܼܘáî ܕܨܒܐ Ìß áùýãß ܪÍâܬܐ ܕĆßܐ ûâ : ÌæÙÜ çâܗÍÙÓãå̱ܗܝ 
  .ܐܗûâ ÌÝñܗ æÙÝßܐ ÙâÊøܐ ܕÝÜÍâܐ

123 Syr.ܐèÍãå nāmusā from the Greek root νομος. 
124 D 14:37 (PS I/672.21–23) 

ÑÜÿüܬ ܐܕܡ ܐÍß ܐèÍãå ûܒî ܐĆßܐ ܘܐܦ . ܐÙâÊø ܐĆâÍØ çâܼ
ĆâÊî̇ܐ äàïß ܗܘ îܒèÍãå ûܐ ܼ.  

125 Cf. D 11:3 (PS I/473), D 11:11 (PS I/497–501) and D 13:4 (PS I/548–549). 
126 See Demonstration 18 entitled “Against the Jews, who say that they will be 

gathered together.”  
127 D 22:2 (PS I/993.11–15) 

ÊÜ̱ ܓî ûÙܒû ܐܕܡ åÊøÍñܐ ܕܐܬܓÎܪ Íâܬܐ ÊàØ áîܘܗܝ
̈ : ûܒè ܐæÜܗ

̇ܗܘܐ Íâܬܐ ܕÏܒþ ܐÍåܢ ÌàÝßܘܢ ܒÚæ ܐýåܐ ܘܗܘܐ Ýàâ Ìßܐ  ̱ ̱
̈

äàïß ܘܢÌÙàî .  
In D 8:17 (PS I/394), Aphrahat also explains that there are those who even 

though they are living are still dead to God; Adam is one example of this situation. 
Because Adam ate from the tree and broke God’s law, God considered him to be 
dead. See also D 2:2 (PS I/49). 

128 D 18:2 (PS I/820). 
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ties for the Sage. Aphrahat cites three times the example of the cowardly 
Adam who is unrepentant for his sin and blames Eve for all the problems. 
Ever the pastor, Aphrahat warns his audience about the importance of con-
fessing their sins: “Do not be fools, like Adam, who was ashamed to con-
fess his foolishness.”129 Another malcontent from the Genesis account is 
the serpent, who was jealous of Adam and therefore tempted him to the 
fall.130 Aphrahat uses the serpent to expose some unsavory elements within 
his own community in the following passage: “In the likeness131 of the ser-
pent who deceived Adam, people have arisen among us who are deceiving, 
troubling, evil, presumptuous, cunning, and unrighteous.”132 Aphrahat 
wishes that his audience would follow the second Adam, Jesus Christ, in 
humility, in repentance, and in rejecting the example of the first Adam.  

Despite this great sin, or fall, Adam still had the seed of righteousness 
which could be carried on to the subsequent generations. “From the begin-
ning, this grape cluster was guarded by Adam, the first firstborn. Even 
though he sinned, he guarded the seed of the righteous.”133 It was Jesus 
Christ, the descendant from Adam through David who was able to correct 
and remove Adam’s curse from humanity—Jesus is the seed of righteous-
ness.  

The Pauline influence on Aphrahat is quite evident, with the “two Ad-
ams” theology most prominently displayed in Dem. Six, “On the Covenant-
ers.”134 The first letter to the Corinthians provides the framework around 
which Aphrahat forms his New Adam theology. As he explains:  

For the earthly Adam is he who sinned and the heavenly Adam is our 
Life-giver, our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, those who receive the 

                                                 
129 D 7:16 (PS I/336.23–337.1)  

  : ܐÞØ ܐܕܡ ܕܒÌܬ ܕÍåܕܐ ÍàÝèܬܗĆß̈ܐ ܬܗܘܘܢ ĆàÝèܐ
 See also D 7:8 (PS I/324) and D 14:42 (PS I/696). 
130 D 9:8 (PS I/425). 
131 Syr.ܐÍâܕ dmut. 
132 D 14:12 (PS I/600.7–9) 

ýåܢ ܐÿæÙܒ Íãø ܐܕܡĆß ÚïÒܕܐ ûÙܐ ܓØÍÏ ܬÍâÊ̈ܒ ̈ܐ æÙïÓâܐ ̱
̈ܘüܓüÍܐ ܘܒýÙܐ ܘÏăâܐ ܘĆàÙÝåܐ ܘĆßÍîܐ ̈ ̈ ̈ :  

133 D 23:14 (PS II/40.14–16) 
çâ̱ ܪÿÙüܐ ܗܕܐ ÿÙÒÍÒܐ ûÙÓåܐ ܗܘܬ ܒܐܕܡ ܒûÜÍܐ ÙâÊøܐ ܼ : çñܘܐ

  . ÓÏ̈ܐ ܐܬÌæâ ûÓå ܙܪîܐ ܕܙܕùØܐ
134 See also D 7:9 (PS I/324–328), D 13:7 (PS I/ 553–557) and D 22:4 (PS 

I/996–1000).  

www.malankaralibrary.com



 APHRAHAT AND TEMPLE 41 

Spirit of Christ become the likeness135 of the heavenly Adam, who is our 
Life-giver, our Lord Jesus Christ.136  

Those who receive God into them are in the likeness of Jesus. They are 
temples for the divine, they even become little christs or little adams. Hu-
mans may follow either the first Adam, become completely animal-like, and 
die, or they may follow the second Adam, become spiritual, and live.  

For in the first birth they are born with an animal [natural] spirit which 
is created inside man and is not [subject to] death, as he said: ‘Adam be-
came a living soul.’ (Gen 2:7) But in the second birth, that through bap-
tism, they received the Holy Spirit from a particle of the Godhead, and 
it is not [subject to] death.137  

The animal soul is found in all humans by virtue of being born from the 
flesh; the spiritual soul is the Holy Spirit which comes only by virtue of be-
ing baptized. This two soul theory was a common idea in the ancient world 
and is found, for instance, in the Timeaus.138 The ideal for the person is to 

                                                 
135 Syr. Íâܬܕ  dmut. 
136 D 6:18 (PS I/308.5–11)  

̱ܐܕܡ ܓûÙ ܕçâ ܐܪîܐ ܗܘ ܗܘ ܕÓÏܐ
̇

̱ܘܐܕܡ ܕÙãü çâܐ ܐÿØܘܗܝ : ܼ ܼ
 ܗܘçØ ܐçÙàØ ܗáÙÜ ܕùâܒçÙà ܪܘÏܐ ܕÐÙýâܐ. ûâ çæÙÐâܢ ÍýØܥ ÐÙýâܐ

 : ̱ܒÍâÊܬ ܐܕܡ æÙãüܐ ܕܐÿØܘܗܝ ûâ çæÙÐâܢ ÍýØܥ ÐÙýâܐ
137 D 6:14 (PS I/293.5–11)  

 ûܗ ܕܒÍܐ ܒܓØûܒÿâܐ ܕÿÙæýòå ܐÏܘûܒ çØÊàØÿâ ܐÙâÊø ûÙܐ ܓÊßÍãܒ
ûâܕܐ ÞØܐ ÌØÿØܬܬܐ ܬܘܒ ܐÍÙâ ܐĆßܐ ܘýå̇ܐ ̱ : þòæß ܕܗܘܐ ܐܕܡ

ܼ çâ ܒ÷ܪܐ ܘܒÊßÍãܐ ܕܬܪçØ̈ ܕܒÍãïãܕÿØܐ ùâܒçÙà ܪܘÏܐ ܕÍøܕüܐ. ÙÏܐ
 . ̱ܘĆßܐ ܗܘܐ ÍÙâܬܬܐ ܬܘܒ ܐÌØÿØ: ܕܐÌßܘܬܐ

138 The Platonic reference in the Timaeus to the two forms of the soul comes 
following the creation of the soul in humanity within the context of the creation of 
the universe. “And they (His own engendered sons), imitating Him, on receiving 
the immortal principle of soul, (ρχν ψυχς θáνατον) framed around it a 
mortal body, and gave it all the body to be its vehicle, and housed therein besides 
another form of soul, (ν ατ ψυχς προκοδóμουν) even the mortal form, 
which has within it passions both fearful and unavoidable--…” Plato, “Timaeus,” 
in Plato with an English Translation; Vol. VII, Loeb Classical Library, ed. T. E. Page 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1917), 178–180.  

Origen also has the two souls or two aspects of the soul. See De Principiis, 
Book III, Ch. 4–6, for an example of the two soul theory. Origène, Traité des Princi-
pes, Vol. III, SC vol. 268, eds. Henri Crouzel and Marcel Simonetti (Paris: Les Édi-
tions du Cerf, 1980), 337–348. For Origen’s importance to Aphrahat and other 
common ideas between the two authors, see page 114.  
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have the spirit soul be the primary soul and the animal soul secondary, so 
that at the last judgment the animal may be left here on earth and the spiri-
tual rejoin the Spirit of Christ in heaven. In his last Demonstration, Aphra-
hat summarizes the soteriological ramifications of the two Adams with spe-
cific reference to Christ’s resurrection: 

Great is the gift of the Good One who is among us, the King’s pledge 
who is like him, who was led from among us. The Lover has made it 
and guards it [without] limit. This is a son of Adam whose body came 
from Mary, who was led from among us to the place of life. The weak 
body became mighty, and received glory which was greater and more 
dazzling than that which Adam stripped off in his fall.139 

Through Jesus Christ’s incarnation, crucifixion, and ascension; the weak 
flesh of humans becomes more glorious than what the first Adam received 
in Paradise. Moreover, those who follow Christ, the second Adam, may also 
become mighty and glorious because of him. R. Murray describes the role 
of the followers of Jesus, the new Adam: “Those who respond to Jesus as 
their Saviour, and undertake total discipleship of him in poverty and chas-
tity, regain the lost status of Adam.”140 It is my contention that the return to 
the pre-lapsarian state of Adam is key to understanding Aphrahat’s con-
cerns about the state of humans. The fall of Adam in Genesis 2:6 because 
of the desire to “make oneself wise” must be restored through the true wis-
dom of God rather than the false wisdom of Adam. Now all things, includ-
                                                                                                             

Tatian too, has the two kinds of spirit in his writings. In Oratio Ad Graecos, 
Chapter 12, Tatian writes “We have knowledge of two different kinds of spirits, 
one of which is called soul, (ψυχ) but the other is greater than the soul; it is the 
image and likeness of God. The first men were endowed with both, so that they 
might be part of the material world, and at the same time above it.” Tatian. Oratio 
Ad Graecos, ed. Molly Whittaker (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1982), p. 12.1 in Greek, 
p. 23 in English. 

“∆úο πνευμáτων διαφορàς σμεν μες, ν τò μèν καλεται ψυχ,   
τò δè μεζον μèν τς ψυχς, θεο δè εκẁν καì μοíωσις. κáτερα δè     
παρà τος νθρẃποις τος πρẃτοις πρχεν, να τò μéν τι σιν λικοí, 
τò δè νẃτεροι τς λης.” 

139 D 23:51 (PS II/100.1–9) 
̇ܪܒܐ ܗܝ Íâܗܒÿܗ ܕÒܒܐ ܕÍßܬܢ ܕܕܒçæâ ûÙ ܗûÙâܐ Ýàâ çâܐ  ܼ ̱

ܼܗÍå ܒû ܐܕܡ ñܓûܐ ܕçâ . ܕܐÍÜܬܗ ܘîܒÊܗ Ìß ܪĆãÏܐ ܘûÓå ܬĆâÍÏܐ
äØûâ̈ ܕܕܒÍß çâ ûÙܬܢ Ćßܐܬܪܐ ܕÙÏܐ : ñܓûܐ ĆàÙÐâܐܘܗܘܐ åÿàÙÏܐ : ܼ

̇ܘøܒá ܬüܒÿÏÍܐ ܕܪܒܐ ܘܬÌÙâܐ çâ ܗܝ ܕÑàü ܐܕܡ ܒÍàòýܬܗ܀  ܼ 
140 Murray, “Some themes and problems of early Syriac,” 152. 
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ing knowledge, are transformed through Christ’s incarnation. “We are from 
Adam, and here we know a little. This alone we know: there is one God, 
one Christ, one Spirit, one faith, and one baptism.”141 The knowledge of 
this world is weak or little, but those who follow Christ need to know the 
simple reality of the One, the Ihidayā.  

CHRISTOLOGY 
Faith and the indwelling of Christ are the two pillars of Aphrahat’s theol-
ogy. Aphrahat’s emphasis upon the divine indwelling in the person, or as I 
have categorized it, temple theology, was observed as early as 1935. Mother 
Mary Maude noted: “that fundamental doctrine of all [Aphrahat’s] teaching, 
namely, that the whole end of man is that he may become a habitation for 
the indwelling of Christ, and that for the accomplishment of this purpose 
the foundation virtue is faith.”142 As Aphrahat himself writes in the opening 
paragraphs of his first Demonstration entitled “On Faith”: “The foundation 
of our whole faith is the true rock, our Lord Jesus Christ.”143 Later in the 
Demonstration, Aphrahat proclaims: “… [God] sent his Christ into the 
world. So that a person should believe in the resurrection of the dead; and 
should also believe in the sacrament of baptism.”144 The Sage expands his 
discussion of Jesus from these simple declarations, but he primarily focuses 
upon the words and ministry of Jesus Christ coupled with the prefiguring of 
Christ in the Hebrew scriptures.145 He disregards any of the contemporary 

                                                 
141 D 23:60 (PS II/124.10–13) 

áÙàø çýܐ ܐܪܓÝßܐܕܡ ܘ çâ çæÏܼ .çîÊØ ܕ ܗܕܐÍÐàܐ : ܒÌßܗܘ ܐ ÊÏ̱ܕ
ãØܐ ܗÊÏܐ ܘÏܐ ܪܘÊÏܘ ÌÐÙýâ ÊÏܐܘÿØܕÍãïâ ܐÊÏܬܐ ܘÍæ.  

142 Mother Mary Maude, “Rhythmic Patterns in the Homilies of Aphraates,” 
ATR 17 (1935), 233. 

143 D 1:2 (PS I/8.10–12) 
 ÍØܐ ܕܗܘñܐÜ áî Ìß äÙèܬܐ ܐܬܬÍæãØÌß ܒûøܐܬ ûÙܓ þåܐ ܕܐĆâ̱

  .ûâܢ ÍýØܥ ÐÙýâܐ
144 D 1:19 (PS I/44.18–20). See also, Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 144–

180. 
̈ܘܕçãØÌå ܐþå ܒÿÙâ ÿÙÐܐ. ܼܘܗܘ ܬܘܒ Êüܪ Ćãàïß ÌÐÙýãßܐ ܘܬܘܒ . ̱
 :çãØÌå̱ ܐܦ ܒܐܪܙܐ ܕÍãïâܕÿØܐ

145 As R. Murray summarizes, in Aphrahat’s fight with the Jews, he “hits hard 
but it is a clean fight.” He has a formal style with typological parallelism, and the 
Old Testament figures are compared to Christ. Murray, Symbols of Church and King-
dom, 42. 
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christological issues burning to the West in the Roman Empire.146 Aphra-
hat’s christology has received a lot of scholarly attention but has suffered 
from some anachronistic expectations.147 When one considers all of the 

                                                 
146 Aphrahat does deal with a peculiar christological issue which I am defining 

as “quantification” for lack of a better term. Within Aphrahat’s community, there 
may have been some people who suggested that if one claims that Christ dwells 
inside, then Christ’s power is diminished and that there are then many christs in-
stead of one. Aphrahat goes to great lengths to combat this view, but the precise 
identity of these literary disputants is unclear. The literalness of Aphrahat’s dispu-
tant suggests an anthropomorphite literal turn of mind, but the multiplicity and 
diminution of Christ is not noted in the sources as a point of anthropomorphite 
contention. 

See for example: D 6:10 (PS I/281.11–15) “For Christ sits at the right hand of 
His Father, and Christ dwells among men. (Matt 28:20) He is sufficient above and 
beneath, by the wisdom of His Father. And He dwells in many, though He is one.” 
Aphrahat then cites Isa 53:12, John 14:20, and John 10:30 to support his argument. 
Aphrahat answers this false accusation using various analogies from the environ-
ment, most especially the sun. That is, the sun is in heaven and pours out its power 
on earth and is not at all diminished. It is the same with God; He is up in heaven 
and he pours out his power on earth. Therefore one cannot say that there are many 
suns because light shines down on different places; there is still only one sun, see D 
5:25 (PS I/236.21–237.4) and D 6:11 (PS I/284.1–10). 

Tatian also addresses this christological confusion over the perceived reduc-
tion in the Son’s power via dwelling in many people. Tatian writes: “He (the Word) 
came into being by partition, not by section, for what is severed is separated from 
its origin, but what has been partitioned takes on a distinctive function and does 
not diminish the source from which it has been taken. Just as many fires may be 
kindled from one torch, but the light of the first torch is not diminished because of 
the kindling of the many, so also the Word coming forth from the power of the 
father does not deprive the begetter of the power of rational speech.” Tatian. Oratio 
Ad Graecos, 5.2. trans. Molly Whittaker. p. 11.  

“γéγονεν δè κατà μερισμóν ο κατà áποκοπν. τò γàρ ποτμηθèν    
το πρẃτου κεχẃρισται, τò δè μερισθèν οκονομíας τν διαíρεσιν προσ-
λαβòν οκ νδεá τòν θεν εληπται πεποíηκεν. σπερ γáρ πó μις δ-
δòς νáπτεται μéν πυρà πολλá, τς δè πρẃτης δδòς διà τν ξαψιν    
τν πολλẁν δδν οκ λαττοται τò φς, οτω καí  λóγος προελθẁν
κ τς το πατρòς δυνáμεως οκ λογον πεποíηκε τòν γεγεννηκóτα.” 

It is unlikely that Tatian is the source of this image and confusion; Tatian is at-
tempting to correct the confusion, though without much success since it survives 
into Aphrahat’s era. 

147 Bardenhewer notes that: “His Christological ideas are those of the Nicene 
Fathers, though his expression of them is wanting in precision.” Otto Barden-
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hewer, “Aphraates,” in Patrology: The Lives and Works of the Fathers of the Church, ed. 
Thomas J. Shahan (Freiburg: B. Herder, 1908), 386. Hudal emphasizes that Aphra-
hat’s christology is not Greek and not based upon philosophical debate about the 
Logos. Hudal is one of the first to note that Aphrahat was completely separate and 
uninfluenced by Greek thought. This becomes a commonly touted description of 
him which is slowly being dispelled. Alois Hudal, “Zur Christologie bei Aphraates 
Syrus,” Theologie und Glaube 3 (1911): 477–487. For the refutation of Hudal’s charac-
terization see R. Murray, “Hellenistic-Jewish Rhetoric,” 79–85. Loofs portrays 
Aphrahat as almost Irenaeus in Syriac clothing. Freidrich Loofs, “Die Trinita-
rischen und Christologischen Anschauungen des Aphraates,” in Theophilus von An-
tiochen Adversus Marcionem und die anderen Theologischen Quellen bei Irenaeus, TU vol. 46, 
1, eds. Adolf von Harnack and Carl Schmidt (Leipzig: Akademie Verlag, 1930), 
257–299. Urbina concludes that despite Aphrahat not having access to Nicene the-
ology, his christology is nonetheless set firmly within the Christian tradition. Igna-
tius Ortiz de Urbina, Die Gottheit Christi bei Afrahat (Rome: Pont. Inst. Orientalium 
Studiorum, 1933), 140. On the other hand, Petersen uses the term “subordination-
ist” for Aphrahat, assuming that Judaic Christian christology must be subordina-
tionist. So since Aphrahat defends Christ with Judaic Christian style arguments 
which are: “essentially functional, titular, and reference[s] OT passages.” Further-
more, Petersen concludes: “if Aphrahat’s Christology is read as a subordinationist 
Christology, then it becomes consistent with who Aphrahat was…” William L. 
Petersen, “The Christology of Aphrahat, the Persian Sage: an excursus on the 17th 
Demonstration,” VC 46 (1992): 241–250. Why this makes the Sage’s christology, 
by necessity, subordinationist is unclear in his article. I would suggest that Jewish 
Christian views of Christ, as Aphrahat expresses them, are most definitely informed 
by the Jewish modes of argument but that does not make him subordinationist: 
rather, he is traditional. 

Later scholars have been more sympathetic to his perspective and have gener-
ally refrained from condemning him for non-Nicene christology. Klijn starts the 
scholarly change of heart through his thorough and thoughtful analysis of Aphra-
hat’s use of the term nature (ܐæÙÜ kyānā). “This [study] shows that when dealing 
with Syriac christological and theological treatises we have to be continuously aware 
of a way of thinking different from the one we are used to of our Greek and Latin 
literature.” A. F. J. Klijn, “The Word kejãn in Aphraates,” VC 12 (1958): 67. Bruns’ 
study is helpful in that he notes Aphrahat’s christology is very complex and 
couched in a framework which is not “either/or.” Aphrahat’s christology is func-
tional rather than systematic in the modern sense. As he concludes: “Theologie und 
Poesie, Dogma und Spiritualität bilden für Aphrahat eine unauflösliche Einheit.” 
Peter Bruns, Das Christusbild Aphrahats des Persischen Weisen (Bonn: Borengässer, 
1990), 182.  
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Demonstrations as a whole, one may see that from the bare bones declaration 
of faith quoted above comes a multifaceted, multi-functioning defense of 
Jesus Christ the Lord and Savior of all. 

Aphrahat writes one demonstration entitled “On the Messiah, that He 
is the Son of God,” Dem. Seventeen.148 The thesis of this particular demon-
stration is that the Jews are wrong to accuse the Christians of worshiping a 
mere man; Jesus is the means by which we may know the Father and the 
fulfillment of the messianic scriptures. Aphrahat’s christology in this dem-
onstration is constrained by the task at hand, the polemics against the per-
ceived accusations of the Jews.149 Aphrahat is writing a polemical Demon-
stration to assist his audience in refuting the Jewish perspective concerning 
the Messiah. In Dem. 17, he writes: “While we grant to them [the Jews] that 
he is a man, we also honor him and call him God and Lord.”150 This type of 
argument is commonly referred to as “name christology” or that Jesus’ 
name is the Christ, therefore, he is so.151 Aphrahat uses examples from the 
Hebrew Scriptures to show that naming a human being “god” is not unique 
to Jesus and the Jews themselves called Moses a god. Even though name 
christology may not seem to be a convincing argument to many modern day 
scholars it is the means by which Aphrahat attempts to refute the perceived 
attacks. 

Over the years, many scholars have been disappointed by the apparent 
reticence Aphrahat shows in Dem. 17 to proclaim Jesus Christ to be more 
than just a righteous man. Some scholarly assessments of Aphrahat’s chris-
tology include that it is: singularly archaic,152 relatively superficial,153 and 
                                                 

148 D 17 the title in Syriac is ܐÌßܗ ܗܘ ܕܐûܐ ܕܒÐÙýâ áîܐ ܕÿØÍÏ̱ܬ . 
149 C. S. C. Williams stated that the primary concern of Aphrahat is to “show 

the Jewish arguments against the Christian faith in Christ can be met on exactly the 
same ground as that on which the Jews themselves stood, viz., the Peshitta version 
of the Old Testament, itself the work of Jews or Jewish influenced Christians and 
the version commonly read by both Jews and Christians in Mesopotamia. C. S. C. 
Williams, “The Persian Sage,” Church Quarterly Review 146 (1949/1950), 179. 

150 D 17:2 (PS I/785.15–788.1)  
̱ܕܐܦ ÿå ÊÜܠ Ìßܘܢ ܕܒû ܐýåܐ ܗܘ ̱ܘÌÙåûùØ çæÏܝ ܘÌÙæØûøܝ ܐÌßܐ : ̱ ̱

   : ܘØûâܐ
151 Aphrahat also uses name Christology in D 5:24 (PS I/233.19–21), D 14:31 

(PS I/653.5–9) in reference to Phil 2:9–11, D 23:20 (PS II/65.2–6), and finally D 
23:59 (PS II/121.8–13). 

152 Marcel Simon, Verus Israel: a study of the relations between Christians and Jews in 
the Roman Empire (135–425), trans. Henry McKeating (New York: 1948; Oxford 
University Press, 1986), 160. 
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wanting in precision.154 A common view is voiced by N. Brox who critiques 
Aphrahat’s work with: “The Greek need for definition and ontological des-
ignation is clearly not here in Aphrahat.”155 On the whole, scholarly disap-
pointment with Aphrahat’s christology not being more Greek does not al-
low them to give credit for what the Sage does write about Jesus the Christ. 
Given the range of interpretations concerning Aphrahat’s christology, one 
clear warning from A. F. J. Klijn must be heeded to give Aphrahat his due: 
“[When] dealing with Syriac Christological and theological treatises we have 
to be continuously aware of a way of thinking different from the one we are 
used to in our Greek and Latin literature.”156 Many scholars over the years 
focused upon Greek and Latin theology, therefore when they encounter the 
Syriac Christians the scholars sometimes found the Syrians lacking in preci-
sion. Judging Aphrahat’s christology according to later responses to events, 
such as Chalcedon, or according to Greek or Latin definitions is disingenu-
ous. So too is judging the Sage’s christology on only one demonstration; his 
christology is far richer and more complex than he has been given credit for 
by some scholars.  

One path by which to enter into Aphrahat’s christological thought is 
via the standard incarnational passages from the New Testament. One of 
the more significant verses is Philippians 2:7, which Aphrahat cites com-
pletely only twice. The first quotation is within the context of Christ being 
an example of diligent love for us: “The Son of the Lord of all took on157 
                                                                                                             

153 E. Rolle exclaims that: “Aphrahat settles for relative superficiality and never 
asserts here the Christian claim that Jesus was more than another human being, 
that he was God’s son in a more literal sense.” Rolle, “Aphrahat and the rabbis,” 
65. 

154 Otto Bardenhewer observes that, “His Christological ideas are those of the 
Nicene Fathers, though his expression of them is wanting in precision.” Barden-
hewer, Patrology, 386. 

 Some other scholars suggest that Aphrahat is old fashioned because he does 
not deal with the Greek christological controversies nor speculative Logos theol-
ogy. Cf. Hudal, “Zur Christologie bei Aphraates Syrus,” 479 and Tjitze Baarda, The 
Gospel Quotations of Aphrahat the Persian Sage (Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit, 1975), 
287. 

155 Norbert Brox, Jüdische Wege des altchristilichen Dogmas, Pro Memoria (Jerusa-
lem: Das Studien der Dormition Abbey, 1983), 14. 

156 Klijn, “The Word kejãn in Aphraates,” 67. 
157 Syr. áùü shqal> Payne-Smith definition is “a) to lift up, carry, bear; b) to 

take, partake, receive; c) rarer uses: to bear a crop; to put on, wear; to borrow; to 
subtract, to omit; to take as the meaning, interpret.” Payne-Smith, 593. 
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the likeness158 of a servant for our sake; and he, to whom all is subjected, 
subjected himself in order to free us from the bondage of sin.”159 The sec-
ond quotation is in Dem. 6:9, in which Aphrahat exhorts his audience to 
follow Christ’s model: “and though he is God and Son of God, he took 
upon160 him the likeness of a servant.” (Phil 2:6,7,8)161 To follow Christ’s 
example the people must grow in holiness, or as Brock so aptly summa-
rizes: “divine kenōsis needs to be met by human kenōsis.”162 The self empty-
ing of Christ shows how the people are to empty themselves, becoming 
completely humble, in order to become temples of God.  

When dealing with christology two extremes exist, that of Jesus’ hu-
manity and his divinity. The Sage explains the two natures with two dia-
metratically opposed images: greatness and littleness. It is Christ’s greatness, 
hugeness, or majesty (ܬܐÍܪܒ rabbutā) and our human weakness, feebleness, 
or littleness (ܪܬܐÍîܙ zcurutā) which are united in Christ.163 As Aphrahat 
writes: “[Christ] is the king, the son most noble, who is fit to receive the 

                                                                                                             
 Aphrahat uses shqal and its cognates over 150 times in his works. The verb 

shqal is used in various liturgical instances including: to receive baptism, D 4:19 (PS 
I/181.13); to bear a yoke and to receive Holy Communion (D 6:1(PS I/252.15). 
The verb shqal is also used in reference to a human becoming like the angels, e.g. 
Elijah D 6:5 (PS I/264.7) and the Covenanters D 6:1 (PS I/248.25–26). Through 
Aphrahat’s very frequent use of shqal, we may conclude that partaking in the like-
ness of angels, God’s wisdom, and the eucharist lead towards the ultimate partak-
ing, that of Christ receiving our human nature which allows for humans to become 
the resting place of God and therefore divine temples. 

158 Syr. ܬܐÍâܕ dmutā> 
159 D 2:19 (PS I/89:2–5)  

áùü ܐÊܒîܬܐ ܕÍâܢ ܕÿàÓâ áÜܐ ܕØûâ ûܘܒ :Ìß áÜ̇ܘܗܘ ܕÊܒîÿýâ  
 .ïüܼܒÌýòå Ê ܕûýå çßܐ îÍü çâܒÊܐ ܕÿÙÓÏܐ

Aphrahat then cites Matt 5:3 concerning the poor in spirit being blessed. The 
Syriac term for kenosis or self emptying is from the root ܩûè sraq. Aphrahat does 
not quote from Phil 2:7. He does use various cognates of ܩûè sraq but not within 
the context of Phil 2:7. This term is first used in the Liber Graduum I.2 according to 
Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, xxxi-xxxii.  

160 Syr. áùü shqal.  
161 D 6:9 (PS I/277.2–3) 

áùü ܐÊܒîܬܐ ܕÍâܐ ܕÌßܐ ûܐ ܗܘ ܘܒÌßܐ ÊÜ̱ܘ: 
162 Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, xxxi. See also Sebastian P. Brock, “The 

priesthood of the baptised: some Syriac perspectives,” Sobornost 9, 2 (1987): 21. 
163 The Syriac ܪܬܐÍîܙ zcurutā may mean feeble, little, weak, or small. Payne-

Smith, 118. 
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kingdom: we worship his littleness in order to share in his majesty.”164 Par-
ticipation in the Divine is dependent upon the incarnation, upon Jesus 
Christ becoming like us, little, weak, and feeble. In another passage, Aphra-
hat furthers the imagery of greatness and littleness, framing it within the 
context of the temple: “Your majesty burrows into the little heart,165 you 
have made of us temples wherein your glory166 dwells.”167 The greatness 
and vastness of the Divine is secreted in the little heart of the human being, 
not only at the incarnation but also when a faithful person is able to partake 
in this transformational process and become a temple for the glory of God. 
The Macrocosm becomes the microcosm, so that the microcosm may par-
ticipate in the Macrocosm. 

Aphrahat uses two key terms in his christology: nature ܐæÙÜ kyānā 
(φúσις,)168 and person ܐĆâÍæø qnumā (πóστασις).169 A. F. J. Klijn in his 
article “The Word kejān in Aphraates,” extensively studied Aphrahat’s use of 
the term “nature” and the following analysis is greatly indebted to his 
work.170 Nature has two different senses in Aphrahat’s treatises: the first is 
without christological significance and the second is with reference to 
Christ. The former may be divided into various categories: nature as being 

                                                 
164 D 14:39 (PS I/684.8–10) 

ûùÙå ܙÍîܪܘܬܗ . ܒܐ ܕܐܙܠ ÍÝàâ Ãéãßܬܐ̇ܘܗܘÝàâ ÍØܐ ܒÍÒ ûܗĆâܐ ܪ
  .ܕÍýåܬçñ ܒûܒÍܬܗ

165 Syr. ܪܐÍîܒܐ ܙß lebā zcurā. It could also be translated as the weak, feeble, 
or lesser heart. Aphrahat also refers to himself as one who is “feeble” in D 22:26 
(PS I/1049.1–4), for the full quotation, see page 201. 

166 Syr. ܐûùØܐ ‘iqārā. 
 167 D 23:59 (PS II/121.12–13) 

  :̈ܗĆàÝØܐ îܒÊܬܢ ûãïâܐ ĆßܐûùØܟ: ܘÊàÏܬ ܪܒÍܬܟ ܒàܒܐ ܙÍîܪܐ
168 For the sake of reference, Chalcedon taught one person and two Natures. 

ĆâÍæø ÊÏ̈ܐ ܘܬܪæÙÜ çØ̈ܐ  Payne-Smith, 213. 
169 Payne-Smith, 510. According to Payne-Smith, Nestorians distinguish be-

tween hypostasis ܐĆâÍæø πóστασις and person ܐñܨܘûñ προσωπον as in the 
following: Christ is two natures and two qnumā united in the person of the Son. 
̱ܕܒûܘܬܐ ܐܬÊÙÏܘ ܬܪçÙæÙÜ çØ̈ ܘܬܪçÙâÍæø çØ̈ ܐÿØܘܗܝ ÐÙýâܐ ܕܒûòܨܘñܐ

̈ ̈  
Qnomā occurs only eight times in the Demonstrations: D 4:11 (PS I/161.10), D 

6:11 (PS I/284.19) and (PS I/285.10), D 7:11 (PS I/332.4), D 18:7 (PS I/836.3), D 
23:6 (PS II/21.12), D 23:60 (PS II/125.7) and D 23:66 (PS II/144.8). Aphrahat 
does not use this term in D 17. A third common christological term is face 
 .ûñ parsopā or prosopon προσωπονܨܘñܐ

170 Klijn, “The word kejān,” 57–67. 
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the property of the substance,171 nature in the plural referring to created 
beings,172 or nature as a state of being, e.g., marriage.173 As Klijn summa-
rizes: “In all cases the word points to ‘the being’ of a person or some-
thing.”174 The christological sense of nature is that our nature is mutable via 
the Holy Spirit and Christ, but Christ’s nature is immutable. “And what are 
the gold and silver and good stones by which the building is built up? The 
good works of faith shall be preserved in the fire because Christ dwells in 
that true building, and he is its keeper from the fire.”175 Aphrahat sets up 
his entire portrait of the Christian in this passage from the first Demonstra-
tion. The building is the person in whom Christ is dwelling. This process is 
fundamental to Christ’s soteriological function within us. It is through the 
indwelling of Christ that our natures are changed from the physical and 
earthly to the heavenly and divine.176 All the while Christ’s nature remains 
untouched.177  

The second important term for the Sage’s christology is 
 ,ĆâÍæø  qnumā, which is defined as “hypostasis, substance, actual existenceܐ
a person, individual, and individual self.”178 He uses this term in a chris-
tological manner in Dem. 6:11:  

God and his Christ, though they are One, yet dwell in many men. They 
are in heaven in person,179 and are diminished in nothing when they 
dwell in many; as the sun in heaven is not at all diminished when its 

                                                 
171 D 5:21 (PS I/225.22–23) deals with wine being sour. In D 23:61 (PS II/ 

125.6) fire consumes according to its nature. 
172 D 23:55 (PS II/111.2), D 23:58 (PS II/117.25), and D 23:58 (PS II/120.4). 
173 D 18:2 (PS I/821.5), D 18:4 (PS I/825.6), and D 9:14 (PS I/439.14–22). 
174 Klijn, “The word kejān,” 65. For a comparison of ‘nature / Ursprüngliches’ 

see Ortiz de Urbina, Die Gottheit Christi bei Afrahat, 100–101. 
175 D 1:12 (PS I/29.10–15) 
̇ܘæâܐ ܗܘ ܕܗܒܐ ܘèܐĆâܐ ܘÜܐñܐ Òܒÿܐ ܕܒæÙæܐ úàè ܒÌܘܢ ̈ ̈

ܐĆßܐ ...̱
̱ܐܢ îܒÊܐ Òܒܐ ܕܗÍæãØܬܐ ܕçØûÓåÿâ ܒܓÍå Íܪܐ áÓâ ܕܒܒæÙæܐ ܗ ̈ ܘ ̈

  .ܼܘܗܘÍå çâ Ìß ûÓæâ ÍØܪܐ: ûØûü̇ܐ ÐÙýâ ûãîܐ
176 Cf. D 6:18 (PS I/308.5–24), see page 40. 
177 D 23:57 (PS II/117.3–7) “For your goodness is never conquered by our 

evil, your mercy is not withheld because of our wickedness. Neither can your na-
ture be corrupted because of us.” 

ܘĆßܐ ĆàÜÿâ ÞææÏܐ : Ćßܼܐ ܓÿãâ ûÙܘܡ ÎâܕÙÜܐ ÙÒܒÍܬܟ çâ ܒÍýÙܬܢ
çßÍî áÓâ .ܢÿàÓâ ÞæÙÜ áܒÏÿâ ܐĆß. 

178 Payne-Smith, 510. 
179 Person in this example translates the Syriac ܐĆâÍæø qnumā> 
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power is released on the earth. How much more therefore is the power 
of God, since by the power of God the very sun itself exists.180 

The common use of ܐĆâÍæø qnumā is the equivalent of “himself.”181 
Aphrahat is therefore defending the actual existence of Jesus Christ as a 
divine person.  

The incarnation allows Christ to dwell within us. Without his taking 
our nature upon him, we cannot enter the Kingdom of heaven. As Aphra-
hat declares: “When our Lord went outside of his nature, he walked in our 
nature. Let us remain in our nature, that in the day of judgment he may 
cause us to partake in his nature.”182 The phrase “our nature” in this pas-

                                                 
180 D 6:11 (PS I/285.7–14) 

̱ܗæÜܐ ܐܦ ܐÌßܐ ܘÊÏ ÊÜ ÌÐÙýâ ܐÌØÿØܘܢ ܐĆßܐ ܒܒÚæ ܐýåܐ  ̈

çØûãî ܐܐÙܓè̈ :ܘܢÌØÿØܐ ܐĆâÍæùܐ ܒÙãýܢ ܒÍåܘܗ : çØûéÏ ܐĆß ܡÊâܘ
çØûãî ܐܐÙܓéܒ ÊÜ̈ : ÌàÙÏ ÊÜ ܡÊâ ܐÙãýܐ ܒýãü ûéÏ ܐĆßܕ ÞØ̇ܐ

ܼܐ ÊÜ ܐܦ ܗܘ ĆãÜ ÊÏܐ ܗĆß áÙÜܐ èܓÌàÙÏ Ú ܕܐÌß. ܒܐܪîܐ ûüܐ
  .ýãü̇ܐ ܒÌàÙÐ ܕܐÌßܐ øܐܡ

181 Cf. D 4:11 (PS I/161.13–17). 
182 D 6:10 (PS I/277.21–23) 

çæÙÝܒ Þßܗ ÌæÙÜ çâ ûܒß ܐܬܐ ÊÜ ܢûâܼ .çæÙÝܒ çæÏ ܐÍùå : ܡÍÙܕܒ
ÌæÙÝß çñܬÍýå ܬܐÍåܐÜ. 

See also D 6:10 (PS I/280.7–11). There are echoes of 2 Peter 1:4 within this 
passage but it is unlikely that Aphrahat had this letter within his scriptural canon. 
Similar sentiments are found in Irenaeus Adversus Haereses, Preface, Book V—“the 
only true and steadfast Teacher, the Word of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, who did, 
through His transcendent love, become what we are, that He might bring us to be 
even what He is Himself.” “solum autem firmum et verum magistrum sequens, 
Verbum Dei, Iseum Christum Dominum nostrum, qui propter immensam suam 
dilectionem factus est quod sumus nos, uti nos perficeret esse quod est ipse.” 
Irenäus von Lyon, Adversus Haereses: Gegen Die Häresien Fünfter Teilband, ed. Norbert 
Brox (Freiburg: Herder, 1995), 20–22. English translation from Irenaeus Against 
Heresies, ANF vol. 1, trans. A. C. Coxe (Christian Literature Pub.; 1885, Hendrick-
son:1995), 526. 

Irenaeus expresses a similar idea later in the book: “For we have given nothing 
to Him previously, nor does He desire anything from us, as if He stood in need of 
it; but we do stand in need of fellowship with Him. And for this reason it was that 
He graciously poured Himself out, that He might gather us into the bosom of the 
Father.” “Nihil enim illi ante dedimus neque desiderate aliquid a nobis quasi indi-
gens, nos autem indigemus eius quae est ad eum communionis, et propterea be-
nigne effudit semetipsum ut nos colligeret in sinum Patris.” Adv. Haer. Book V, 
Cpt. II, Section 1. Irenäus von Lyon, Adversus Haereses, 31–33. Irenaeus, Against 
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sage refers to the nature which is spiritual and divine within the person, not 
the sinful nature. Aphrahat succinctly describes the incarnation of Christ: 
“When he came to us, he had nothing of ours, and we had nothing of his, 
[at that time] his two natures were his own and his Father’s.”183 If Aphrahat 
were writing later and in Greek, one might even presume to say that he is 
expressing the idea of theosis. Aphrahat uses the Pauline context of the two 
Spirits in 1 Cor 15:35–58 as his main anthropological framework. He con-
tinues that the sinful earthly human nature cannot be taken to heaven, but 
through becoming spiritual by faith in the incarnation of Jesus, a person 
may become by nature heavenly. Klijn explains this process:  

This shows that Aphraates is pointing to two ways by which the body 
may pass over from this reality to the other one. It happens by an ab-
sorbing of the body by the Spirit in case of which the body is bound to 
belong to the other reality. Next it is made possible because Christ 
shared his heavenly position with his earthly body so that, so to say, all 
bodies are already virtually belonging to heaven.184  

I suggest that Aphrahat would not consider the “belonging” to heaven as 
“virtual” but rather, as actual. Those who follow Christ and have become 
temples of him are his; they are not virtually his.  

The followers of Christ are called “temples” and Christ defines himself 
as “temple.” The titles of Christ are an important means to understand 
Aphrahat’s christology. The most important name is Jesus Christ. As the 
Sage writes: “his Father has given him the best name above all the names, 
                                                                                                             
Heresies, ANF, vol. 1, 528. My thanks to A. Golitzin for suggesting the Irenaeus 
similarities. 

Athanasius also states that: “He (Christ), indeed, assumed humanity that we 
might become God.” 

«ατòς γàρ νηνθρẃπησεν, να μες θεοποιηθμεν.» Oratio de incarna-
tione Verbi, §54.1.3 Athanase d’Alexandrie, Sur l’Incarnation du Verbe, SC vol. 199, ed. 
Charles Kannengiesser (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1973), 458. See also Athana-
sius, De Incarnatione Verbi: Einleitung, Übersetzung, Kommentar, trans. E. P. Meijering 
(Amsterdam: J. C. Gieben, 1989), 356.  

S. Brock suggests that Ephrem is indeed using the idea of theosis in his work, 
Hymn on Faith 5:17. Sebastian Brock, The Luminous Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of 
Saint Ephrem the Syrian (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 1992), 154.  

183 D 6:10 (PS I/280.25–281.2) 
ÜçàØܕ çâ Ìß ܗܘܐ ÿÙß ܬܢÍß ܐܬܐ Êܼ ̱ .çâ ܗܘܐ ÿØܐ çß ܐĆàñܼܘܐ 

ÌàØܗܝ: ܕÍܢ ܘܕܐܒÍåܐ ÌàØܐ ܕæÙÜ ܘܢÌØ̈ܬܪ ÊÜ̱ ̈.   
184 Klijn, “The word kejān,” 64, citing D 23:49 (PS II/95–6). 
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that by the name of Jesus, all knees bow, not only those on earth but also 
those in heaven.”185 Other names or titles for Jesus are: the Christ,186 our 
Savior or Lifegiver,187 the Son of God,188 the Gift,189 the door,190 the 
King,191 the King’s Son,192 the priest,193 the Holy of Holies,194 Lord of the 
 

                                                 
185 D 14:31 (PS I/652.23–26). Cf. Phil 2:10–11. 

çØÌãü áÜ çâ ܪÿÙâܐ ܕĆãü ܗܝÍܐܒ Ìß ܒÌØ̈ ܼ ̱ ܕܒÌ ܒĆãýܐ ܕÍýØܥ : ̱
  :ܬÍÜܦ áÜ ܒûܘܟ Ćßܐ ܒÍÐàܕ ܕܒܐܪîܐ ܐĆßܐ ܐܦ ܕܒÙãýܐ

186 This title for Christ ܐÐÙýâ mshihā is used over 230 times in the complete 
corpus. 

187 Syr. ܐæÙÐâ mahyānā can also be translated as Life Giver. It is used as a title 
for Christ approximately twenty eight times in the Demonstrations. 

188 The Son of God is used throughout the Demonstrations. Cf. D 17:1 (PS 
I/785). It is used fifteen times specifically referring to Christ. 

189 Cf. D 23:49 (PS II/96–97). 
190 Cf. D 4:5 (PS I/145.13), D 4:9–10 (PS I/156–160) and D 23:3 (PS II/9.1). 
191 Cf. D 3:2 (PS I/101), D 4:10 (PS I/157), D 6:1 (PS I/245), D 6:1 (PS 

I/252), D 10:9 (PS I/460), D 14:35 (PS I/660), D 14:39 (PS I/684) and D 23:59 
(PS II/121). 

192 D 6:10 (PS I/280). Other titles are the great King in D 9:4 (PS I/414); the 
King-Messiah ܐÐÙýâ ܐÝàâ̇ malkā mshihā in D 14:30 (PS I/649); and King is 
also used for God the Father D 23:59 (PS II /120). Aphrahat’s use of “King” for 
both persons of the Trinity does cause some confusion in translation. Usually it is 
fairly clear for whom he is using the title. 

193 Cf. D 2:6 (PS I/57) Christ is the priest who enters into the Holy Place. Syr. 
for priest is ܐåÌÜ kāhnā. Murray notes that Aphrahat uses kāhnā instead of 
 ûâÍÜ kumrā, which according to him means “pontiff” (Murray, Symbols of Churchܐ
and Kingdom, 178). In Payne-Smith, kumrā is translated as ‘priest.’ (Payne-Smith, 
209) Aphrahat uses kumrā five times referring to the OT priests. D 11:3 (PS 
I/476.20–21) “Melchizedek was the priest of God the most high.” 

:ÎÙÝàâ̱ܕܩ ûâÍÜܐ ܗܘܐ ܕܐÌßܐ ĆãØûâܐ , and D 14:39 (PS I/684.6) re-
fers to Christ as the priest of the Most High. Cf. D 14:42 (PS I/693.24) and D 16:6 
(PS I/777.13) both refer to Jethro, priest of Midian. D 21:9 (PS I/957.3) ref. Jo-
seph taking the daughter of the wicked and unclean priest as a wife. Aphrahat uses 
 åÌÜ kāhnā almost ten times more often than kumrā. He uses this term to referܐ
both to Christian priests and Jewish priests of the temple. 

194 Dan 9:20–27 quotation in D 19:9 and 10 (PS I/877–881). 

www.malankaralibrary.com



54 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

House,195 heavenly Adam,196 Physician,197 the Rock,198 and the temple. Most 
of these titles derive from scripture and this list is not exhaustive.199 A key 
title is Christ as the temple; in a long comparison between Moses and Jesus, 
Aphrahat notes that: 

Moses made for them the temporal tabernacle200 so that they may offer 
sacrifices and offerings and be forgiven for their sins. Jesus raised up 
David’s tabernacle which had fallen,201 and is [now] raised. Again he said 
to the Jews, “This temple, which you see, when it is destroyed, in three 
days I shall raise it up,”202 and his disciples understood that he was 
speaking about his own body, for when they would destroy it, he would 
raise it up in three days. In that very tabernacle he has promised us life, 
and in it our sins are forgiven. Theirs is called the temporal tabernacle, 
because it was used for a little while. But ours is the temple of the Holy 
Spirit which is forever.203 

Aphrahat equates Jesus Christ with the last, indestructible, heavenly temple. 
All sacrifices and atonement for sins are fulfilled in Jesus. The Sage also 
inserts a polemical strike against his Jewish opponents by saying that the 
Jewish tabernacle of the Exodus is temporary and temporal whereas the 
Christian temple of Christ Jesus is forever and eternal. Christ as temple is 

                                                 
195 Cf. D 10:9 (PS I/465). 
196 Cf. D 6:18 (PS I/308), see page 40. 
197 Cf. D 23:52 (PS II/ 100). Aphrahat uses ܐÙèܐ ’asyā as one of Christ’s ti-

tles approximately twenty six times. 
198 Cf. D 9:4 (PS I/414), see Murray, “The Rock and the House on the Rock,” 

315–362, for a full analysis of this imagery. 
199 Cf. Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 64 n. 100. She explains that each of 

the many titles corresponds to one unique image of God that Jesus Christ mani-
fests.  

200 Syr. ܐæܒÎæÝýâ mashkanzabnā> 
201 Acts 15:16. 
202 John 2:19. 
203 D 12:8 (PS I/524:18–525.4)  

Ìß̈ܘܢ îܒüÍâ Êܐ ÎæÝýâܒæܐ ܕûùåܒÍܢ ܒÌ ܕܒÐܐ ܘÍøܪ̈ܒæܐ ܕÍéÏÿåܢ 
ÌØÌÓÏ çâ̈ܘܢ ܼ: äøܘ áòåܕ ÊØܕܕܘ ÌæÝýâ äÙøܥ ܐÍýØܘ . ûâܼܘܬܘܒ ܗܘ ܐ ܼ

ÌÙß̈ܘܕØܐ
̱ܕܗĆàÝØܐ ܗåܐ ܕçØÎÏ ܐÿåܘܢ ÊÜ ܬûüܘÌÙåܝ: ̱ ̱ : çÙâÍØ ܐÿßÿß̈

ܼܘܐÍàÜÿè ܬÊÙãßܘܗܝ ܕñ áîܓûܗ ܗܘ ܐûâ ܕĆâܐ . ̱ܐåܐ ܐÍÙãÙøܗܝ ̱ ̱ ̈

çÙâÍØ ܐÿßÿß Ìß äÙùâ ܐܘܗܝûü̈ܕ
̈ܒÌ ܒåÌܐ æÝýâܐ ÙÏ çß Þàâܐ . ̱

çØÌÓÏ çÙéÏÿâ Ìܪܐ . ̈ܘܒÍîܐ ܙæܕܙܒ áÓâ ܐæܒÎæÝýâ ܝÌØûø ܘܢÌàØ̱ܕ
þâÿýâ :ø ܪܘܚ áÝØܗ çàØ܀ ܘܕäàïßܐ ܕüܕÍ 
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juxtaposed with the image that people are the temple of Christ or the tem-
ple of the Holy Spirit. 

Aphrahat uses Spirit, Holy Spirit, Spirit of Christ, and Christ almost in-
terchangeably for identification of the Divine who may dwell within a per-
son. Aphrahat has a penchant for “internalizing” a text commonly inter-
preted to refer to the external physical world as in his discussion of Matt 
18:20: “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the 
midst of them.”204 The common interpretation is that this passage refers to 
God’s presence among people gathered to praise him. Aphrahat instead 
focuses upon God dwelling within the individual, and the sage construes 
this text to mean that Christ and the Father dwell inside a person; there are 
two or three gathered when the person is physically alone. As he writes: 
“When a man sweeps [clean] his soul in the name of Christ, Christ dwells in 
him, and God dwells in Christ: hence that man becomes one of the three–
himself, and Christ who dwells in him, and God who dwells in Christ.”205 
In this case, the agent of dwelling is Christ with God the Father indwelling 
inside of Christ.206  

Aphrahat never states that all three persons of the Trinity indwell in 
the person. Although, this can be inferred quite easily. As he writes in Dem. 
6:14: “Therefore, my friend, we also have received from the Spirit of Christ, 
and Christ dwells in us, as it is written that the Spirit said through the 
mouth of the Prophet: ‘I will dwell in them and will walk in them.’ (Lev 

                                                 
204 Aphrahat internalizes the whole idea of temple instead of focusing solely 

upon the external building aspects.  
205 D 4:11 (PS I/161.13–17)  

̇ܘܐÌßܐ ÐÙýâ̇ : ûãîܐ ûãî ܒĆâ̱ :Ìܐ ܕþæÜ ܐÌýòå þå ܒĆãýܐ ܕÐÙýâܐ

áÙÝâܼ ܗܘܐ Ìß ܗܘ ܒýåûܐ çâ ÊÏ ܬÿßܐ. ܒÐÙýãܐ
̇ :Íæø ܐÐÙýâܘ Ìâ

Ìܒ ûãîܐ: ̇ܕÐÙýãܐ ܕܒÌßܘܐ :  
206 If one wished to be somewhat simplistic, this passage suggests that Aphra-

hat may have a sort of “matroshki doll” christology. The christological ramifica-
tions of this text taken out of context without other texts of Aphrahat may lead to 
the presumption that Aphrahat is less than main stream with his interpretation. 
Likely Aphrahat did not even know Nicaea I; therefore, judging Aphrahat accord-
ing to Chalcedonian terminology is anachronistic. Aphrahat’s christology is not 
modalistic; he is merely writing early on in the life of the church. Cf. Bardenhewer, 
Patrology, 386 and Ortiz de Urbina, Die Gottheit Christi bei Afrahat, 125. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



56 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

21:12)”207 Aphrahat uses Leviticus to support his assertion that the second 
person of the Trinity may dwell within people. The Spirit of Christ is the 
same as the Holy Spirit or third person of the Trinity in Aphrahat’s writ-
ings. So in Dem. 6:14 we have two of the persons of the Trinity indwelling. 
The Sage also writes in Dem. 4:11 that wherever Christ dwells so the Father 
does also; here are the first and second persons of the Trinity dwelling 
within people. Therefore, we may state that Aphrahat does have a Trinitar-
ian concept of indwelling in a human being.208  

When he uses either Christ, God or the Holy Spirit to explain who is 
residing in the person, he means that the same God does the dwelling. As 
F. Loofs explains: “The inhabiting of the Spirit and the inhabiting of God 
are for Aphrahat one and the same.”209 The various phrases that he uses are 
the Spirit of God, the Spirit of Christ, the Holy Spirit, and simply, the 
Spirit.210 Aphrahat also writes that Christ or God dwells in people without 

                                                 
207 D 6:14 (PS I/292.15–19) 

çàܒø ܐÐÙýâܗܘ ܕ ÌÏܪܘ çâ çæÏ ܐܦ ÚܒÙܒÏ ܐåÌàÓâ̱ ܼ : ûãî ܐÐÙýâ̇ܘ

ܼܒç ܐÞØ ܕÃØÿÜ ܕܐûâܬ ܗܝ ܪܘÏܐ ܒÍòܡ åܒÙܐ ܕܐûãî ܒÌܘܢ : ܼ
  . ܘܐܗÞß ܒÌܘܢ

The terms Spirit and Spirit of Christ being used interchangeably may be due to 
the influence of Pauline texts upon Aphrahat. For example: Romans 8:9, D 23:47 
(PS II/91:24–25) and D 8:5 (PS I/370:9–10). S. Brock notes this phenomenon: “As 
is the case elsewhere in early Syriac literature there is an easy movement between 
Spirit as Holy Spirit and as Spirit of Christ.” Sebastian P. Brock, “Fire from 
Heaven: From Abel’s Sacrifice to the Eucharist. A Theme in Syriac Christianity,” in 
StPatr. Vol. 25, ed. Elizabeth A. Livingstone (Leuven: Peeters, 1992), 236. 

208 An example of Aphrahat being obviously Trinitarian is D 23:63 (PS 
II/133.3–8)  “Oh you who swear oaths on your head and lie, if you will hold as 
true the three names mightily and gloriously commemorated on your head: Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit when you had received your sign of salvation, and if you hold 
true the baptism, you will not lie.” 

áܓÊâܘ Ìüûܐ ܒĆãØܪܘܪ̈ܒܐ ... ̄ܐܘ ܕ çØÌãü ܐÿßܬ Þß çØûØûü ̈ܐܢ
 ÿàܒø ÊÜ ܐüܕÍøܐ ܕÏܐ ܘܪܘûܐܒܐ ܘܒ Þüܪ áî çØûÙÜܐ ܕܕÐÙܒü̈ܘ

ÞÙÙÏܐ ܕĆãüܐ: ̈ܪܘÿØܕÍãïâ Þß ܐûØûü ܐܢ :Þüûܒ áܐ ܬܕܓĆß 
209 Loofs, “Die Trinitarischen und Christologischen,” 270. 
210 Spirit of God reference used with Rom 8:9 in D 23:47 (PS II/92). 
Spirit of Christ references: D 1:3 (PS I/8), D 1:5 (PS I/13), D 5:25 (PS I/236), 

D 6:1 (PS I/252), D 6:14 (PS I/292), D 6:17 (PS I/301), D 6:18 (PS I/308) and D 
23:47 (PS II/92). 

Holy Spirit: Cf. D 6:17 (PS I/300), D 6:18 (PS I/308), D 12:8 (PS I/524) and 
D 23:63 (PS II/133). 
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reference to the Spirit.211 According to Aphrahat, one of the Trinity, or 
even all of the Trinity can and do dwell in humanity, if the individuals are 
worthy. The Holy Spirit has many roles; the fundamental role is being sent 
by God as his Spirit upon the prophets.212 His Spirit is sent to the prophets 
and also to the followers of Christ in the sacrament of baptism.  

Pneumatology and christology are intimately connected for the sage, 
but it is to christology we shall return. Aphrahat also describes the incarna-
tion in terms of putting on the human body as though it were a suit of 
clothes. “He [Christ] has clothed himself with the body made from dust, 
and he is drawing it to his nature.”213 The origin of this imagery is probably 
Genesis 3:21 which describes the garments of skin the Lord made for 
Adam and Eve.214 Paul expands on the clothing motif in Galatians 3:27 
with the Christians being clothed by Christ through baptism.215 Describing 
the incarnation using clothing imagery or “putting on” the body is a com-

                                                                                                             
Spirit: D 1:19 (PS I/44), D 6:14 (PS I/292), D 6:15 (PS I/297), D 6:17 (PS 

I/301), D 6:18 (PS I/308), D 9:4 (PS I/414), D 14:38 (PS I/680), D 14:43 (PS 
I/700), D 17:6 (PS I/793), D 18:11 (PS I/840), D 23:52 (PS II/100), and D 23:53 
(PS II/104).  

Spirit is also used for the non-divine, the Spirit of impurity D 2:20 (PS 
I/92.21) ܐÿòæÒ ܐÏ̈ܪ̈ܘ  and the Spirit that pollutes D 9:9 (PS I/428.22) ܐÏܪ̈ܘ
ÿòæÒ̈ܐ . 

211 Cf. D 6:10 (PS I/281–284), D 6:11 (PS I/285), and D 9:10 (PS I/432). 
212 D 1:19 (PS I/44), D 6:12–13 (PS/I 285, 288, 292); D 17:6 (PS/I, 793); D 

23:11 and 23:58 (PS/II 32 and 117). 
213 D 23:49 (PS II/96.18–19)  

 .ܘåܓÊܗ ÌàÙÏ áîܼ*ÌæÙÝß ܕܒýÙܐ ßܒñ þܓûܐ ܕûòî çâܐ 
* Aphrahat uses dgn ngad ten times, it means: to draw out, stretch out, attract, 

induce, and persuade; in the Pa’el it means to beat or torture. Payne-Smith, 326–
327. The Pa’el form of the verb is used the majority of the time, especially in quota-
tions of the unforgiving servant parable of Matt 18:23–35. The quotation above is 
the only christological use of the verb in Aphrahat’s writings. 

214 For a discussion of the garments of skin see Gary A. Anderson, The Genesis 
of Perfection: Adam and Eve in Jewish and Christian Imagination (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2001), esp. 117–134. 

215 Galatians 3:27 “For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put 
on Christ.” “Put on” in the English translates the Greek “νεδúσαδθε,” meaning 
to dress, clothe, put on, or wear and in the Peshitta the term is ܐýܒß lābshā or to 
clothe.  
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mon Syriac motif. Aphrahat functions within a normal system of images 
with these descriptions.216 

Aphrahat’s christology is best described in terms of praxis rather than 
theoria. In other words, Jesus’ action and function within the human realm 
are the means by which one may understand Aphrahat’s doctrine of the 
Christ. His is a practical expression of the incarnation and salvation, rather 
than a theoretical argument. The key function of Christ in the created world 
is his dwelling within a baptized person. As A. Golitzin writes:  

[F]or Aphrahat, as for Macarius and [my] other Syrians, the recovery of 
the ‘Glory of Adam’ means, first and foremost, being assimilated to 
Christ, though not simply by way of ascetic exercise and the acquisition 
of his virtues, which certainly do feature in their understanding, but as 
well through consciously perceiving him within themselves such that 
they, too, ‘in Christ,’ might become for others as well as for themselves 
the locus—indeed, as here, the ‘throne’—of the same Glory which ap-
peared to Moses and the prophets, and which these Christian writers 
understand as having descended from heaven to take flesh and appear 
on earth as Mary’s son.217 

Those who have become temples of Christ are participating in Christ, 
which allows them not only to function as holy people on the earth but also 
to participate in the heavenly realm. But the indwelling of the Divine cannot 
be separated from the sacraments of Christ and his church. So all three 
realms of temple-ness are present even in Aphrahat’s christology, that of 
the person, the church, and heaven. 

Aphrahat’s christology is very Pauline and scripturally based. Aphrahat 
writes concerning the incarnation, the dwelling of Christ in the faithful, and 
of Christ working with the Holy Spirit. He also uses various titles for Christ 
and defends the power and singleness of Jesus. We have addressed what 

                                                 
216 Cf. D 21:8 (PS I/954.11), D 21:19 (PS I/980.15–16), D 22:2 (PS I/996.23), 

and D 23:11 (PS II/32.8–9). For a full discussion of this imagery, see also Sebastian 
Brock, “Clothing Metaphors as a means of Theological Expression in Syriac Tradi-
tion,” in Typus, Symbol, Allegorie bei den östlichen Vätern und ihren Parallelen im Mittelalter 
(Regensburg: Verlag Friedrich Pustet, 1982), 11–38. Gen 3:21 describes the gar-
ments of skin which must be cast off. These were identified with the human body 
in both Jewish and Christian authors. This motif is also examined in April De-
Conick and Jarl Fossum, “Stripped Before God: A New Interpretation of Logion 
37 in the Gospel of Thomas,” VC 45 (1991): 123–150. 

217 Golitzin, “Recovering the ‘Glory of Adam,’” 301. 
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Aphrahat writes about Christ in a person who has faith; the next step in the 
transformation of a person into a temple is the sacramental realization of 
this faith in the church community through baptism and the eucharist. 

ECCLESIOLOGY 
The basis upon which everything builds in Aphrahat’s theology is, of 
course, faith in Jesus Christ. The sage’s christology is deep and filled with 
scriptural evidence, both from the Hebrew scriptures and the New Testa-
ment. His ecclesiology is tightly interwoven with his christology. As Aphra-
hat writes: “He [Jesus] is the Priest, the Holy Minister; let us labor to be-
come sons of his dwelling place.”218 Christ is the priest of people and place. 
The dwelling place of Christ includes heaven, the church, and the devout 
followers’ temples of the heart, as we shall see below.219 Aphrahat writes so 
much about the temple that one might assume that the temple and Chris-
tian church are synonymous; this is inaccurate. He never refers to the Chris-
tian community with the term temple (hayklā); temple is the individual per-
son or the Jerusalem temple. The Sage primarily uses the term (ܬܐÊî̱  citā) 
for the Christian church.220 

Aphrahat’s ecclesiology, or supposed lack thereof, has come under 
criticism from no less a Syriac scholar than R. Murray, as he writes: “Our 
authors [Aphrahat and Ephrem] are well aware of the divine indwelling in 
each Christian as in a temple, but of it in the whole Church as in a temple 

                                                 
218 D 14:39 (PS I/684.6–7) 

 .̈ܘáãïå çÙÏ ܕÌåܘܐ ܒÚæ ܕûØܗ: ܘܗܘûâÍÜ ÍØܐ æýãýâܐ ýØÊøܐ
Aphrahat refers to Jesus as the priest in D 2:6 (PS I/57.21–23), D 6:13 (PS 

I/289.21–22), D 17:11 (PS I/813.11), D 21:13 (PS I/964.15–18), D 23:20 (PS 
II/65.5). 

219 For the heart motif in Aphrahat, see page 110. 
220 The term church (ܬܐÊî̱  citā) occurs over forty-two times throughout his 

writings. A sample of examples are the following: D 16:5 (PS I/776.3–5) 
“Concerning the church (citā) and the congregation (ܐÿüÍæÜ knushtā) of the peo-
ples, David said, ‘Remember your church which you acquired from of old.’ (Ps. 
74:2).” D 14:38 (PS I/ 681.2–5): “You are the carriers of the jug, assisting in si-
lence, imprisoned by the community (knushtā). You are the children of the Church 
(citā), the educators of his sons, those who gather into the sheepfold”; and D 21:20 
(PS I/ 980.20–22) “and because of Jesus the church (citā) pleased God and has 
gone in to the king instead of the congregation (knushtā) which did not do his will.” 
For the most part Aphrahat uses the term church (citā) as distinct from the Jewish 
congregation or synagogue (knushtā). 
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they seem much less aware.”221 In my opinion, this assessment must be 
modified somewhat; Aphrahat has a pastoral and polemical focus upon the 
individual persons within his larger church community. He is writing about 
faith and living the Christian life, not ecclesiology. Murray even states quite 
categorically that Aphrahat has a very non-sacramental understanding of the 
relation between Christ and humans:  

Aphrahat never develops the idea of the solidarity of Christ’s body with 
our bodily nature in such a way as to make the doctrine implicitly sac-
ramental and ecclesiological. As F. Gavin observed, though Aphrahat 
lived a century and a half later than Irenaeus, his christology is hardly 
more developed; his ecclesiology, at least in relation to Christ’s body, is 
even less so.222 

Such a comparison with a Latin father as Irenaeus is unfair to the Syrian 
Aphrahat. In defense of Aphrahat, he takes the visible church and the sac-
raments as a given and focuses on the individuals within his community. 
However, there are other Syriac authors who are at pains to emphasize the 
importance of the visible church, for example, Macarius223 and the Liber 

                                                 
221 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 344. 
222 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 70. Cf. Gavin, “Aphraates and the 

Jews,” 107. 
223 Macarius was probably a North Eastern Syrian monastic who wrote in the 

second half of the fourth century. He may be a later contemporary to Aphrahat 
who has very similar concerns, and also uses imagery especially centred upon the 
temple of God. The use of the symbol of temple of God within the Macarian 
homilies allows us to see a continuum of ideas from the Hebrew scriptures, 
through the New Testament to Origen and beyond. The critical edition of the 
Homilies is: Makarios, Die 50 Geistlichen Homilien des Makarios, vol. 4, ed. Hermann 
Dörries (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter & Co., 1964). For a manuscript history and gen-
eral introduction to the life and times of Macarius see Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty 
Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter, trans. George A. Maloney (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1992), 1–33. 

Some key articles on Macarius, his Temple imagery, and relation to other 
thinkers are: Alexander Golitzin, “Temple and Throne of the Divine Glory: 
‘Pseudo-Macarius’ and Purity of Heart, Together with Some Remarks on the Limi-
tations and Usefulness of Scholarship,” in Purity of Heart in Early Ascetic and Monastic 
Literature, eds. Harriet Luckman and Linda Kulzer (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 1999), 107–130; Andrei Orlov and Alexander Golitzin, “Many Lamps are 
Lightened from the One”: Paradigms of the Transformational Vision in Macarian 
Homilies,” VC 54 (2001): 1–18; Alexander Golitzin, “A Testimony to Christianity 
 

www.malankaralibrary.com



 APHRAHAT AND TEMPLE 61 

Graduum.224 Even though Aphrahat does not write extensively about the 
communal body of Christ due to his emphasis on the individual’s spiritual-
                                                                                                             
as Transfiguration,” chap. in Orthodox and Wesleyan Spirituality, ed. S. T. Kimbrough, 
Jr. (Crestwood: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2002), 129–156; Simon Tugwell, 
“Evagrius and Macarius,” in Study of Spirituality, eds. Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey 
Wainwright, and Edward Yarnold (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 168–
175 and Kallistos Ware, “Prayer in Evagrius of Pontus and the Macarian Homi-
lies,” in An Introduction to Christian Spirituality, eds. Ralph Waller and Benedicta Ward 
(London: SPCK, The Cromwell Press, 1999), 14–30. Macarius has many discern-
able influences including Clement of Alexandria, Origen, the Diatessaron, Basil of 
Caesarea, and Gregory of Nyssa. 

224 The Liber Graduum also known as the Book of Steps or Degrees (Ketabā de-
masqatā), henceforth LG. This text was written presumably anywhere from the early 
mid fourth to the early fifth century C.E. The probable provenance for these texts 
is somewhere near the River Zab in the Persian Empire. Brock, Syriac Fathers on 
Prayer, 42–53. There is an English translation by Robert A. Kitchen and Martien F. 
G. Parmentier, The Book of Steps: the Syriac Liber Graduum (Kalamazoo, MI: Cister-
cian Publications, 2004). No consensus on the doctrinal ‘orthodoxy’ of the LG 
exists at the moment. After M. Kmosko’s introduction and Latin translation in 
1926, the LG was set in the Messalian heretical camp by many scholars. It was also 
diagnosed with pronounced encratite tendencies. See René Graffin, Patrologia 
Syriaca, vol. 3, Liber Graduum, ed. M. Kmosko (Paris: 1926). It was not until 1954 
that Arthur Vööbus showed that this verdict is far from conclusive in his article 
“Liber Graduum: Some Aspects of its Significance for the History of Early Syrian 
Asceticism,” chap. in Charisteria Iohanni Kôpp, Papers of the Estonian Theological 
Society in Exile, 7 (Stockholm:1954), 108–128. C. Stewart in his definitive work on 
Messalianism suggests: “Categorical denunciation of Messalian errors may be seen 
to rest largely on misunderstanding of unfamiliar terminology, and culture joins 
with (and perhaps supplants) doctrine as the basis of controversy.” Columba Stew-
art, Working the Earth of the Heart (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 69. See also 
Robert Kitchen’s introductory remarks about the Messalian controversy in The Book 
of Steps, xix-xxi. The Liber Graduum is an anonymous collection of 30 mēmrē or 
homilies about living the Christian life with a pronounced ascetic bent. R. Murray 
observes that the “homilies represent a somewhat isolated spirituality and cultural 
milieu and speak with tones unlike those of Aphrahat and Ephrem.” Robert 
Murray, “The Characteristics of the Earliest Syriac Christianity,” in East of Byzan-
tium: Syria and Armenia in the Formative Period, eds. Nina G. Garsoian, Thomas F. 
Mathews, and Richard W. Thompson, (Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1982), 
4. This observation must be tempered slightly since the LG does share some com-
mon features with the Macarian corpus, though admittedly without any direct liter-
ary connections. Sebastian Brock, “The Syriac Tradition,” in The Study of Spirituality, 
ed. Edward J. Yarnold (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 207. It is 
thanks to the work of these later scholars that the LG has slowly emerged as a pe-
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ity, he maintains the centrality of the eucharist and baptism.225 The depth of 
the sage’s description of the incarnation in Dem. Seventeen “On the Mes-
siah, that he is the Son of God” and throughout all the texts makes 
Murray’s conclusion about Aphrahat’s theology difficult to accept. 

The key to Aphrahat’s ecclesiology is the action of communal worship 
by the people of God. As he explains: 

For we know that God is one, [we] will confess, worship, praise, exalt, 
honor, sanctify, and glorify his greatness, through Jesus his Son, our 
Savior, who chose us for himself and brought us to him. In him we 
know [God] and have become worshippers of him: a people, a church, a 
holy congregation. Praise and glory to the Father, and to his Son and to 
his living and Holy Spirit, from the mouths of all those who praise him, 
above and below, forever and ever, amen and amen!226 

The last sentence of this passage sounds as though Aphrahat is quoting 
from the liturgy of his day; it has a very melodic tone. The sage emphasizes 
that it is through faith in Jesus that his audience may be gathered together 
and worship God. The actions of the community mirror the actions of the 
angels around the heavenly throne. Even here on earth, the community is 
becoming like the angelic host. Aphrahat describes what the angels do in 
heaven in two important passages. These excerpts will be discussed further 
later in our study.227 Our primary concern here is the action of the angels, to 
praise, glorify, and sanctify God. The first passage is Dem. 14:39 “All the 
Watchers are eager to minister to him and the Seraphs cry ‘holy’ to his 

                                                                                                             
culiar yet important text witnessing to Syriac spirituality roughly contemporary to 
Aphrahat and Ephrem. The temple imagery in this text illuminates some concerns 
in common with Aphrahat, but there are differences in doctrinal emphases between 
the two.  

225 See below, sections entitled “Baptism” page 64 and “Eucharist” page 68. 
226 D 23:61 (PS II/128.7–17) 

çÙÏܐÌßܗܘ ܐ ÊÏܕ çîÊØܕ çØܕܪ : ̱ ܕÌåܡ ܘûâûåܘ áßÌåܕ ܘÍܓéåܕܐ ܘÍå
ܒÍýØ ÊÙܥ ܒûܗ ûñܘçø ܕܓܒÌß ç ܘûøܒç : ܘÊùåܫ ܘýåܒûß ÌÐܒÍܬܗ

̱ܘܒÌÙæîÊØ Ìܝ ܘܗܘè Ìß çØܓÍܕܐ ܘĆãîܐ ܘÊîܬܐ: Íßܬܗ ̱
  ܘýæÜܐ̈

ܼܗ ܘûßܘÿÙÏ ÌÏܐ ܘÿýØÊøܐ Íü çâܒÐܐ ܘܐûùØܐ Ćßܐܒܐ ܘßܒýØÊø .ûܐ
ĆâÍṉ̃ܐ ܕÌàÜܘܢ ýâܒÍæÐܗܝ ܕáïß ܘܕçÙãàî äàïß ÿÏÿß ܐçÙâ ܘܐçÙâ܀ 

̈  
227 See below, page 96. 
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glory, flying with their swift wings.”228 The second is Dem. 18:4 “They [the 
angels] rush and swiftly fly with their wings, calling, sanctifying, and exalting 
his majesty.”229 So the angels do the same as the God’s people—worship. 
This is how the Christians become God’s people, his church, his holy con-
gregation.  

Aphrahat’s worship community also had the three-fold clerical minis-
try of bishops, priests, and deacons, as well as the Covenanters, and lay 
people. He addresses his readers in Dem. Fourteen: “all our brothers, the 
members of the Church, here and there, bishops, priests, deacons and all 
the Church of God, with all its children here and there among us.”230 
Aphrahat is also very upset about the destruction of the church, including 
the buildings. He writes of the persecution of the Christians under Shapur 
II and mentions that the houses of God were ruined, the altars were over-
turned, and priests massacred.231  

Aphrahat’s ecclesiology is not overt; he does not write that the church 
is Christ’s body in so many words. He does write that the community of 
God worships him, and he uses the same verbs to describe this action that 
he uses for the angels who worship at the heavenly throne. Jesus is also the 
Priest, and to have a priest one must have a church. Aphrahat’s pastoral 
concerns for his audience outweigh his interest in outlining how the church 
is the body of Christ in some modern manner. Rather, he edifies his con-
gregants so that they may become temples of God and thereby be saved. 
They must participate in the communal life of the church, and the sacra-
ments, especially baptism and the eucharist, to reach this state of “temple-
ness.”  

                                                 
228 D 14:35 (PS I/664.2–4) 

çÙÏûñ : ܪܗăÙî áÜ çÙÒܐ ܒÿýãüÿܗ ܘñăèܐ Ćß çÙüÊùâܐûùØܗ
̈ܒܓÌÙòܘܢ ĆàÙàøܐ ̈  

229 D 18:4 (PS I/828.12–14) 
̈ܘܪܗçÙÒ ܘçÙÏûñ ܒܓÌÙòܘܢ ĆàÙàøܐ   :ܘçØûø ܘçÙüÊùâ ܘûß çÙâûâûâܒÍܬܗ: ̈

See further, Chapter Five, Passage #1, page 139. 
230 D 14:1 (PS I/573.3–6) 

ÌàÜ̱ܘܢ ܒÊî Úæܬܐ ܕܒܐܬܪ ܐܬܪ
̈ :ýøܐ ܘñÍùéñ̈ܐ ̈ ÌàÜܐ ܘæýãýâܐ ܘýÙ̈

  :Êî̱ܬܐ ܕܐÌßܐ ÊàØ ÌàÜ äîܗ ܕܒܐܬܪ ܐܬܪ ܕܐÍß ÿØܬܢ
231 D 23:53 (PS II/105.21–27) and D 23:56 (PS II/113.15–24). For further dis-

cussion about the persecutions see page 86. 
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BAPTISM 
Aphrahat describes two means by which Christ enters into a person: bap-
tism and eucharist. It is through baptism that the Spirit of Christ first enters 
into the believing person.232 As Aphrahat explains: 

We receive the Spirit of Christ from baptism. When the priests call upon 
the Spirit, the heaven[s] open and the Spirit descends and hovers233 

                                                 
232 The scholarly debate about baptism and the Covenanters or qyāmā, as de-

scribed in Demonstrations Six and Seven begins with F. C. Burkitt’s hypothesis 
that only those who were to lead a celibate life were baptized in Aphrahat’s com-
munity. Francis C. Burkitt, Early Christianity Outside the Roman Empire (Cambridge 
University Press, 1899; reprint, Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2002), 49–54. These 
lectures are a reprint of Early Eastern Christianity St. Margaret’s Lectures 1904 on the 
Syriac Speaking Church, London: John Murray, 1904. See also Francis C. Burkitt, 
“Aphraates and Monasticism: A Reply,” JTS 7 (1906): 10–15. Connolly refutes 
Burkitt’s position suggesting that Aphrahat’s concern is for his celibate audience 
and that they take baptism very seriously. Those of the community who wished to 
be married should do so before baptism, but they are not excluded from baptism 
because of marriage. Richard H. Connolly, “Aphraates and Monasticism,” JTS 6 
(1905): 538–539. Duncan follows Connolly’s position in his book, Baptism in the 
Demonstrations, 82–103. Vööbus suggests a solution to the dilemma, that Aphrahat 
retains an older liturgical tradition which was previously practiced and is no longer 
followed in Aphrahat’s time. Therefore, there was a time when only the celibates 
were baptized but now all lay people are baptized, celibate and married alike. Ar-
thur Vööbus, “Celibacy, a Requirement for Admission to Baptism in the Early Syr-
ian Church,” in Papers of the Estonian Theological Society in Exile Vol. 1. (Stock-
holm:1951), 35–58. See also Thomas W. Manson, “Entry to Membership of the 
Early Church,” JTS (Old Series) 48 (1947): 25–32; Taeke Jansma, “Aphraates’ Dem-
onstration VII §§ 18 and 20. Some Observations on the Discourse on Penance,” 
ParOr 5 (1974): 21–48. Murray’s classic article puts this debate to rest. He con-
cludes that all were baptized, but that Aphrahat’s primary concern was for those 
ascetics who lapsed after baptism and who needed to repent. Robert Murray, “The 
Exhortation to Candidates for Ascetical Vows a Baptism in the Ancient Syriac 
Church,” NTS 21 (1974): 59–80. See also Jaroslav Z. Skira, “‘Circumcise Thy 
Heart’: Aphrahat’s Theology of Baptism,” Diakonia 31, 2 (1998): 115–128.  

233 Syr. óÏܪ rhap means to brood, hover over, cherish, take pity or care of. 
Payne-Smith, 538. Aphrahat uses the verb three times, the Genesis 1:2 quotation of 
this passage; D 10:2 (PS I/ 448.6) in allusion to Exodus 32:31–32 explaining that 
Moses is a compassionate pastor and father who “cherishes” his children; and in D 
14:14 (PS I/604.26) in a long excursus on love from the John 15:12 passage, 
Aphrahat writes: “Love shows compassion, cares, (óÏûâ marhep) gathers together, 
draws near, encourages, and makes glad.” The verbal imagery from the Genesis 
 

www.malankaralibrary.com



 APHRAHAT AND TEMPLE 65 

upon the waters (Gen 1:2). And those who are baptized are clothed in 
him; for the Spirit is distant from all who are born in body; they come to 
the birth by water, and then they receive the Holy Spirit.234  

Aphrahat is very clear: one cannot receive the Spirit and become a dwelling 
place for God without first being baptized. The sacrament of baptism is a 
fundamental tenet of the Christian faith, as he states: “[You] should fur-
thermore also believe in the mystery of baptism.”235 Baptism is a sacrament 
for Aphrahat, though this may not be self evident from the previous quota-
tion. Mystery, ܐܪܙܐ _ razā in Syriac, means sacrament, secret, or Holy 
Eucharist.236 So the “mystery of baptism” is the sacrament of baptism.  

If a person rejects the sacrament of baptism then the person will be 
condemned. As the Sage declares: “And again when our Lord gave the mys-
tery of baptism to his apostles, he said to them: ‘Whoever believes and is 
baptized will live, and whoever does not believe will be judged.’”237 Faith 

                                                                                                             
passage suggests not only that the Spirit hovers but also loves and protects the per-
son who is baptized. 

234 D 6:14 (PS I/292.24–293.5) 
ܒÌ ܓûÙ ܒÿïýܐ . ùâ ûÙ̱ܒçæÏ çÙà ܪܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐÍãïâ çâܼܕÿØܐ ܓ
ܘßܒÏÿñ̈ : çÙýܐ Ùãüܐ ܘÿÐåܐ ܘòÏûâܐ Ùâ áîܐ: ̈ܕåÌÜ çØûøܐ ûßܘÏܐ
çØÊãîܕ çÙàØܐ Ìß . ܐĆâÊî ܐÏܐ ܗܝ ܪܘùÙÏܪ ûÙܐ ܓûܓñ ܝÊÙàØ áÜ çâ̱ ̈ ܼ

   . ܘܗùâ çØÊØܒçÙà ܪܘܚ Íøܕüܐ: ̈ܕܐܬÊßÍãß çØܐ ܕÙâܐ
Gen 1:2 as a baptismal typology is common throughout Syriac tradition. As S. 

Brock discusses the hovering verb is used as an analogy to the dove descending at 
Jesus’ baptism, see Sebastian P. Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 
ed. J. Vallian (Indian: Anita, 1979). Cf. Duncan, Baptism in the Demonstrations, 123–
147; Vööbus, “Celibacy, a Requirement for Admission to Baptism,” 52 ff.; Pierre, 
Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1: 107–111, 162–163 and 174–177; Murray, “The Exhor-
tation to Candidates,” 58–80; Skira, “Circumcise Thy Heart,” 115–128; and Geof-
frey G. Willis, “What was the Earliest Syrian Baptismal Tradition?” chap. in Studia 
Evengelica 6, TU 112 (1973): 65–654. 

235 D 1:19 (PS I/44.19–20) ܐÿØܕÍãïâܐܦ ܒܐܪܙܐ ܕ çãØÌå ̱ܘܬܘܒ:  
236 Payne-Smith, 28. Aphrahat uses the term over forty times throughout the 

Demonstrations. The majority of references are to the “mystery of baptism” or to the 
eucharist, see for example, D 4:5 (PS I/145.10–24) and D 12:2 (PS I/508.7–22). 
See also Edmund Beck, “Symbolum-Mysterium bei Aphraat und Ephräm,” OrChr, 
42 (1958): 19–40. 

237 D 1:17 (PS I/41.2–5) citing Mark 16:16. See also D 6:14 (PS I/291, 294). 
ܼܘÌØ ÊÜܒ ܬܘܒ ûâܢ ܐܪܙܐ ܕÍãïâܕÿØܐ ÍÐÙàýßܗܝ ܗæÜܐ ܐÌß ûâܘܢ ̱ ̱ ̱̈ :

̇ܕçâ ܕçãØÌâ ܘÐå Êãîܐ ̇ :çØܬܕÿâ çãØÌâ ܐĆßܕ çâ̇ܘ. 
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and baptism are inexorably linked in Aphrahat’s work, following the pre-
cepts of scripture. 

Aphrahat finds typological imagery for the sacrament of baptism in 
several passages of the Hebrew scriptures. In Dem. Twelve, Aphrahat ex-
plains that the Israelites crossing the red sea is a baptism, as is the washing 
of the disciples’ feet at Passover.238  

For Israel was baptized in the middle of the sea on that Passover night 
of the day of salvation, and our Savior washed the feet of his disciples 
on the Passover night, [which is] the mystery of baptism. You should 
know, my friend, that our Savior gave the true baptism that night, for as 
he was living with his disciples, they were baptized in that baptism of 
the law of the priests. As [this is] the baptism that John spoke: “Repent 
of your sins!” On that night he showed them the mystery of the baptism 
of suffering at his death, as the apostle said, “You have been buried with 
him in baptism for death, and you rise with him through the power of 
God.”239 

The mystery of baptism as the foot washing seems slightly peculiar, but the 
Sage is using the term baptism as the linking word for various scriptural 
passages to argue his polemical point. His argument is that the Christian 
Passover is the true one. Aphrahat starts with Exodus 14, the Israelite bap-
tism at Passover, moves to Jesus’ Passover and finds the common element 
of water. So the foot washing of the disciples becomes the baptism that 
Jesus himself performed and thus the true one in comparison to the Exo-
dus baptism of Israel.240  

                                                 
238 Exodus 14 and the connection to baptism is in 1 Cor 10:2. 
239 D 12:10 (PS I/528.22–529.8) 

áØûéØܐ ûÙܓ ÊãîܐæøܪÍñܐ ܕĆâÍÙܐ ܒÏ÷ñܐ ܕÙàß ܘÌܐ ܒĆãØ Íܒܓ ̇ :
̱ܘܐûñ ÆÙüܘçø ܪ̈ܓĆàܐ ܕܬÍÙãßܗܝ ܒÙààܐ ܕÏ÷ñܐ ܐܪܙܐ ܕÍãïâܕÿØܐ ̱ ̈ .

 çøܘûñ ܒÌØ çØÊØܐ ܗÙàß ܘÌß ܐĆâÊîܕ ÚܒÙܒÏ çØܕ Þß ̱ܘܕܬܕܥ
̇

̇ܕÍãïâܕÿØܐ ܕûüܪܐ áÓâ ܕĆãÜܐ ܕäî ܬÊÙãßܘܗܝ ÿâܗÞñ ܗܘܐ ܗܝ 
̱ ̱ ̈

Íãïâ̱ܕÿØܐ ܕèÍãåܐ ܕåÌÜܐ çØÊãïâ ܗܘܘ
Íãïâ ûâܼܕÿØܐ ܐÞØ ܕܐ: ̈

çæÏÍØ : ܐÿØܕÍãïâ ܢ ܐܪܙÍåܝ ܐÍÏ ܐÙàß ܘÌܢ ܘܒÍÝØÌÓÏ çâ Í̱ܕܬܘܒ ̈ ܼ
ܕܐܬøܒûܬܘܢ Ìãî ܒÍãïãܕÿØܐ : ܼܕýÏܐ ܕÍâܬܗ ܐÞØ ܕܐÐÙàü ûâܐ

   .Íãßܬܐ ܘÿãøܘܢ Ìãî ܒĆàÙÐܐ ܕܐÌßܐ
240 For further information about Passover, Pascha, and baptism, see: Thomas 

J. Talley, The Origins of the Liturgical Year (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1991), 
33–47; Alexander Schmemann, Of Water and the Spirit: A Liturgical Study of Baptism 
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1974), 37–70; and Aidan 
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Aphrahat finds another Hebrew scripture example of baptism in Dem. 
Seven, “On Repentance.” Aphrahat uses Judges 7 to explain that Gideon’s 
testing of his army is a foreshadowing of baptism. Gideon’s testing before 
the battle is: “[…] a great mystery, my friend, that Gideon241 prefigured: this 
is the type242 of baptism, the mystery of combat,243 and the example to the 
single ones.”244 Gideon’s actions are a type for baptism, which in turn gives 
an example of how one should behave after being baptized. Aphrahat ar-
gues that baptism involves testing and that only a few are chosen who must 
then be loyal to the master like the dogs who lap at the water as Gideon’s 
select warriors did. The combat of Gideon’s soldiers becomes an image of 
how the ascetics battle against the Evil One.245  

This passage created some controversy among scholars of the early 
twentieth century. F. C. Burkitt, in 1904, interpreted this passage to mean 
that “In Aphraates, baptism is not the common seal of every Christian’s 
faith, but a privilege reserved for celibates.”246 A. Vööbus agrees with 
Burkitt’s analysis that baptism in Aphrahat’s community is relegated to an 
initiation for the elite, not the average Christian adherent.247 R. Murray takes 
a middle position, explaining: “Aphrahat is an ascetic writing for ascetics, in 
a context where he urges them to remember the seriousness of their special 
commitment at baptism, yet not to despair if they fall. They still can be 
healed by secret and confidential treatment.”248 S. Griffith argues that the 

                                                                                                             
Kavanagh, The Shape of Baptism: The Rite of Christian Initiation (New York: Pueblo 
Pub, 1978). In the Anglican tradition, on Maundy Thursday of Holy Week, the 
footwashing was originally done by the bishops for the priests, but in recent years it 
has become a parish custom. There is no reference to baptism in the readings for 
the day; the imagery is wholly eucharistic and paschal. See The Book of Common 
Prayer: The Episcopal Church, ed. Charles M. Guilbert (Kingsport, TN: Kingsport 
Press, 1977), 274–275. 

241 Judges 7:2–8. 
242 The Syriac term is ܐéñÍÒ tupsā from the Greek root word τύπος. 
243 Combat is the translation for ܐåÍܓØܐ ‘aygunā. See further on page 78. 
244 D 7:19 (PS I/344.21–25) 

̱ܪܒ ܗܘ ܕçØ ܗåܐ ܐܪܙܐ ÏܒÙܒÚ ܕÊøܡ ܓÍîÊܢ ܘÍÏܝ éñÍÒܐ  ̱
̈ܕÍãïâܕÿØܐ ܘܐܪܙܗ ܕܐØܓåÍܐ ܘܕÍâܬܐ ܕØÊÙÐØܐ ̱ .  

245 See the following section entitled “The Singles,” page 73. 
246 Burkitt, Early Christianity, 82.  
247 Arthur Vööbus, “The Institution of the benai qeiâmâ and benat qeiâmâ in the 

Ancient Syrian Church,” Church History 30 (1961): 19–27. 
248 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 202 and Murray, “Exhortation to 

Candidates for Ascetical Vows” where he dedicates a whole article to this issue. 
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select group makes a solemn pledge of celibacy at baptism, but this does 
not necessarily mean that non-ascetics were not baptized.249 The scholarly 
consensus today is that Aphrahat is speaking in this passage to his specifi-
cally celibate audience who dedicated themselves to Christ when they were 
baptized as adults. As R. Murray explains: “it [Dem. 7.18–20] simply ex-
presses the practice and ideology of the Bnay Qyāmā, with no implications to 
be legitimately drawn for the laity.”250 The elite, or the Sons of the Cove-
nant, were to be examples for all Christians. The moment of baptism is the 
point at which they made their oaths. 

Part of the difficulty with baptism in Aphrahat’s writings is the confu-
sion about his audience. Some of his demonstrations are addressed to the 
greater church including lay people, such as Demonstrations Fourteen and 
Twenty-Three; others are specifically directed to the ascetic members of his 
community, especially the qyāmā, such as Demonstrations Six and Seven. 
Some scholars have disregarded this key piece of information. Aphrahat 
upholds both the sanctity of baptism for all faithful and stresses the neces-
sity of repentance and forgiveness within his ascetic audience. I conclude, 
following Dr. Griffith’s research, that Aphrahat emphatically teaches that 
his ascetics should not take their baptismal vows in a cavalier manner. 
Aphrahat’s writings do not allow us to say with absolute certainty that the 
non-ascetic laity were excluded from baptism or other sacraments of the 
church. Aphrahat’s primary concern for his ascetics means that we can only 
speak to his views about them with any confidence. Baptism sets the stage 
for the person to receive the Divine Spirit, and the next stage of develop-
ment in becoming a temple for God is the eucharist, participating in the 
body and blood of Jesus. 

EUCHARIST 
Baptism is the initial means by which the Spirit enters into the person, ac-
cording to Aphrahat. The eucharist is the means by which the Spirit nour-
ishes the person. Baptism and eucharist work in concert to allow the per-
son’s prayer to be heard by God and sins removed. As Aphrahat explains:  

                                                 
249 Sidney Griffith, “Asceticism in the Church of Syria: the Hermeneutics of 

Early Syrian Monasticism,” in Asceticism, ed. Victor Wimbush (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), 238. 

250 Murray, “The Characteristics of the Earliest Syriac,” 7–8. 
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The only purification is by the water of baptism and partaking of the 
body and blood of Christ. Blood is made holy by the Blood, and the 
body is cleaned by the Body.251  

Through baptism the person is cleaned enough to be able to offer prayer as 
the sacrifice and to participate in the eucharist. In his only direct Gospel 
quotation about the Last Supper of Jesus with his disciples, Aphrahat 
writes: 

For our redeemer ate the paschal lamb with his disciples on the night of 
the fourteenth and in truth he made the sign of the paschal sacrifices for 
his disciples. After Judas left them, Jesus took the bread, blessed and 
gave it to his disciples, saying to them, “This is my body. All of you take 
and eat from it.” He also blessed the wine, saying to them, “This is my 
blood of the new testament, which on behalf252 of many is shed for the 

                                                 
251 D 4:19 (PS I/181.12–14) 

: ̈ܐĆßܐ ܐܢ ÍÐè ܒÙãܐ ܕÍãïâܕÿØܐ ܘñ çÙàùüܓûܗ ܘܕÌâ ܕÐÙýâܐ
   ܕĆâܐ ܒĆâÊܐ éÏÿâܐ ܘñܓûܐ ܒòܓûܐ ÿâܕÜܐ

252 Syr. óàÏ hlap is the same verb root in the Peshitta version as in Aphrahat’s 
quotation. Payne-Smith defines the preposition as “instead of, on account of, or on 
behalf of.” The root verb means to exchange, substitute, to pierce, or shear. In the 
Pa’el, it means to change, exchange, or renew. (Payne-Smith, 144) This verb is also 
used in the Odes of Solomon 4:1–3 for the sanctuary not being able to be changed 
or moved. See further about the Odes, page 121. The Eucharistic implications of 
the sacrifice both on behalf of and changing those for whom it is sacrificed is in-
triguing.  

Aphrahat also uses hlap to describe the experience in which a human person 
becomes heavenly at the Resurrection. “Thus also when the dead come to life, the 
righteous will be changed, and the earthly form will be swallowed up by the heav-
enly, and it will be called a heavenly body. And that which is not changed, shall be 
called earthly.” D 8:5 (PS I/369.13–17). 
̈ܗæÜܐ ܐܦ ܒÿÙâ ÿÙÐܐ ܗܘܐ òßÍÏܐ ÎßܕùØܐ ܘÿâܒïàܐ Ìß ܨܘܪܬܐ  ̈

ܘܕĆßܐ óàÏÿâ : ܐܪÿÙæîܐ ܒÿÙæÙãýܐ ܘûøÿâܐ ñ Ìßܓûܐ æÙãüܐ
  ûøÿâܐ Ìß ܐܪÙæîܐ܀ 

In reference to the Transfiguration, Aphrahat uses hlap for Jesus’ appearance 
being transformed into the likeness of his coming, D 23:12 (PS II/36.14). The 
sanctuary, eucharist, Transfiguration, and Resurrection are all connected by Aphra-
hat with this one verb. 
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forgiveness of sins. When you are gathered together do this in my 
memory. (Matt 26:26, 28)253 

The Sage quotes exactly the Matthean witness to the Last Supper and only 
mentions the other Gospel witnesses to this event in a cursory manner.254 
Aphrahat’s primary concern is his polemical agenda comparing the Jewish 
Passover events and the Christian eucharistic traditions. 

In one of many comparisons between the Jewish and Christian paschal 
sacrifices Aphrahat provides a long litany of comparisons between Joshua 
(Yeshua) son of Nun and Joshua (Jesus) our Redeemer to show that the 
Christian covenant of Jesus’ death surpasses all of the previous covenants. 
Aphrahat writes: 

Yeshua the son of Nun made a paschal sacrifice in the camp at Jericho 
in the cursed land, and the people ate from the bread of the land; Ye-
shua our redeemer made a paschal sacrifice with his disciples in Jerusa-
lem, the city which he cursed: “There should not remain in it stone 
upon stone” (Matt 24:2) and there he gave the mystery in the bread of 
life.255  

                                                 
253 D 12:6 (PS I/516.19–517.4)  

÷ñ çøܘûñ ûÙܓ áÜܐܼܐûéïܐ ܕܐܪܒûÙÓå ܐÙààܘܗܝ ܒÊÙãßܬ äî ܐÏ̱ ̈ .
̱ܘܐܬܗ ܕÏ÷ñܐ ܒûýܪܐ îܒÌß Êܘܢ ÊÙãßÿßܘܗܝ ̈ ܼ . çâ ܘܕܐÌØ úòåܪ ܕÿܼܒ ܼ

Íßܼܬܗܘܢ ĆãÐß Ãéåܐ ܘܒûܟ ܘÌØܒ ÊÙãßÿßܘܗܝ ܘܐÌß ûâܘܢ ̱ ̱̈ ܼ ܼ : Íåܕܗ
ܼܘܐܦ ûãÏ áîܐ ܗæÜܐ ܒûܟ ܘܐè . ûâܒÍ ܐÍÝàÜ Ìæâ ÍßÍÜܢ: ñܓûܝ
Íܒæùܐ ÿâܐýß Êü ̈ܗÍå ܕÚâ ܕøÿØܐ ÊÏܬܐ ܕè óàÏܓÙܐܐ: Ìßܘܢ

  .̱ܗæÜܐ äß ܗܘÿØܘܢ îܒÊß çØÊܘÚåûÜ ܐÿâܝ ܕçÙýæÜÿâ ܐÿåܘܢ: ̈ܕÌÓÏܐ
254 Aphrahat also has a long developed Eucharistic imagery set up around the 

dogs licking the wounds of Lazarus and that we are the dogs who are loyal to the 
Master, Jesus, because by tasting His blood we are licking his wounds. Aphrahat 
has a very positive view of dogs; the Sons of the Covenant are to follow an imitatio 
canine. D 7:21 (PS I/ 349) is a discussion of how Christians are to be like loyal dogs 
and not greedy ones. Aphrahat uses also Judg. 7:41 as a starting point for this exe-
gesis coupled with Isa 56:10–11. Cf. D 20:8 (PS I/905).  

255 D 11:12 (PS I/501.26–504.6)  
 ÍàÜܐ ܘܐÿÓÙß ܐîܒܐܪ ÍÐØûØܐ ܕܐÿïùòܐ ܒÏ÷ñ Êܒî ܢÍåûܥ ܒÍýØܼ

̱ܘÍýØܥ ûñܘî çøܒÏ÷ñ Êܐ äî ܬÊÙãßܘܗܝ : Ćãîܼܐ ĆãÐß çâܐ ܕܐܪîܐ ̈ ܼ
̱ܘÌØܒ ܬçâ : ܒܐܘܪÿØûø äàüܐ ܕÌÓß ܕĆßܐ ܬÿüܒú ܒÜ Ìܐܦ Ü áîܐܦ

̈ܐܪܙܐ ܒĆãÐàܐ ܕÙÏܐ ̱ . 
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The Jewish precursor of Passover and the Last Supper of Jesus have their 
importance because of the individual’s participation in them. Aphrahat 
comments that: 

These are indeed great mysteries. Whoever eats from the true lamb, the 
Christ, girds up his loins in faith, and puts on his sandals in the prepara-
tion of the Gospel, and holds in his hand the spiritual sword which is 
the word of God.256  

The complete event of the Passover and Exodus from Egypt of the Jewish 
community is now internalized for the individual Christian through the 
sacrifice of Jesus and the individual’s eating of that Passover, i.e., the 
reception of the eucharist. Yet again, Aphrahat is presenting an 
“internalized” interpretation of a Biblical text commonly interpreted at its 
basic “external” level. 

The localization and internalization of the paschal sacrifice is crucial 
for Aphrahat’s eucharistic theology. The mouth and lips have important 
roles to play in the salvation of the person. Aphrahat states that: “Our 
mouth becomes sufficient for you [Christ] and you dwell in us.”257 Now 
that a person has received Christ, Aphrahat tells what must be done: pure 
prayer. As Aphrahat commends in Dem. Four, “On Prayer”: “Our Lord’s 
word tells us to ‘pray in secret in your heart, and shut the door’ (Matt 6:6). 
What is the door he says to shut, if not your mouth?”258 Aphrahat tells peo-
ple in whom Christ dwells to be silent and pray. Taking Aphrahat’s analogy 
                                                 

256 D 12:9 (PS I/525.23–528.2) (Eph. 6:14–17) 
çâ̇ ܕܐáÜ ܕçâ çØ ܐûâܡ ܕûüܪܐ ÐÙýâܐ ܐûè : ܙܐ ÃÒ ܪܘܪ̈ܒçÙ̱ܗçÙß ܐܪ̈

ܼ ̇

 ÊÏܢ ܘܐÍÙàܓåܕܐܘ ÌܒØÍÒ ܗܝÍàܓăܐܡ ܬܘܒ ܒèܬܐ ܘÍæãØÌܘܗܝ ܒ÷Ï̇
̱ ̱

̇ ̈

  . ܒܐÊØܗ òÙèܐ ܕܪܘÏܐ ܕܐÿàâ ÌØÿØܗ ܕܐÌßܐ
See also Origen, Homily on Numbers XX,1,5–6 to XX,2,3 and De Principiis, vol. 

III. Origène, Homélies Sur Les Nombres III, SC vol. 461, ed. Louis Doutreleau (Paris: 
Les Éditions du Cerf, 2001), 20–29; and Origène, Traité Des Principes, Vol. III, 210–
217. 

For a study of the Quatrodecimin and other Pascal implications of Aphrahat’s 
twelfth Demonstration see Gerard A. M. Rouwhorst, Les Hymnes Pascales d’Ephrem 
de Nisibe, vol. VII, 1, Supp VC (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1989), 131–157. 

257 D 23:59 (PS II/121.10–11)  çâÍñ Þß úòè̇ :ܢÍܬ ܒܓûãîܘ.  
The mouth is one of the main ways to sin, according to Aphrahat. See the fol-

lowing for a more complete discussion of sin and ‘grieving the Spirit,’ page 122. 
258 D 4:10 (PS I/157.19–21)  

. ܘܐÍÏܕ ܬܪîܐ: ܕܨĆßܐ äß ܒÙéÝܐ ܒàܒÞ: ܘØÍÐâܐ ÿàâ çßܐ ܕûâܢ
  ܐĆßܐ ܐܢ ÞâÍñ: ܼܘÍæâ ܬܪîܐ ܕܐûâ ܐÍÏܕ
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further, one might wish to argue that he is suggesting that the only pure 
prayer is that which is silent. The eucharist received by the mouth allows 
the mouth to then function as it should—silently. 

In this chapter, we have examined Aphrahat’s anthropology with a 
view to his temple theology. The foundation for all of the Sage’s theology is 
the scriptures. His use of the temple image is especially formed by Jer 7:4–
5, Lev 26:12, 1 Cor 3:16, 2 Cor 6:16, and John 14:20. He encapsulates his 
views in the very first Demonstration, “On Faith” Dem. 1:3. Faith in, and 
becoming a temple of, Jesus Christ are the two pillars of Aphrahat’s temple 
theology. The problem of death because of the first Adam’s disobedience is 
solved by the Second Adam, Jesus Christ. A key theme of Aphrahat’s chris-
tology is how the great became small and the mighty became feeble. “Your 
majesty burrows into the little heart, you have made of us temples wherein 
your glory dwells.”259 The Divine compresses himself into the little heart of 
the human being, not only at the incarnation but also when a faithful per-
son becomes a temple of God. Nevertheless, these people who have be-
come little temples must still function within the larger temple, the church. 
For Aphrahat, the church and its importance and functions are a given. The 
sacraments of baptism and eucharist provide the means for the Spirit of 
Christ to enter into and continually nourish the person.260 Aphrahat’s eccle-
siology is not a defense of the communal worship of God by his people. 
His pastoral concern is for the spiritual welfare of his individual audience 
members. A person who is living on earth and who is a follower of Jesus 
Christ is to labor towards being a temple for God in all aspects: body, will, 
and spirit. This person is the ascetic. 

                                                 
259 D 23:59 (PS II/121.12–13) 

  :̈ܗĆàÝØܐ îܒÊܬܢ ûãïâܐ ĆßܐûùØܟ: ܘÊàÏܬ ܪܒÍܬܟ ܒàܒܐ ܙÍîܪܐ
260 There are clergy members in Aphrahat’s community, but no specific men-

tion of ordination. The Sage also writes a whole demonstration about repentance, 
Dem. 7, but we do not have specific evidence of the sacramental standing for ordi-
nation nor confession in his church.  
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2 THE ASCETICS 

The process of becoming a temple of God begins with faith in Christ to-
gether with baptism and eucharist. The next step is the practice of a strict 
asceticism, the first requirement of which is celibacy. Aphrahat uses differ-
ent terms for the ascetics in his community: they are the single ones (ܐØÊÙÐØ̈  
ihidayē ), the Covenanters (ܐĆãÙø Úæ̈ܒ  bnay qyāmā), the virgins (ܐĆßܘÿ̈ܒ  btulē), 
and the holy ones (ܐýØÊø̈  qaddishē). The common denominator amongst 
them is that they are celibate and dedicated to following Jesus Christ. The 
terms are very flexible and Aphrahat himself uses interchangeably ihidayē, 
qyāmā, qaddishē and btulē. However, ihidayē is the all encompassing term for 
the celibate followers of the Ihidayā, Jesus Christ. The Covenanters, virgins, 
and holy ones are all ihidayē. The virgins comprise both males and females; 
the more common term for a female ascetic is virgin. For a male ascetic, the 
term Covenanter is more usual. The last category of ascetics, the holy ones, 
is the most distinct from the others. These ascetics are those who were 
married and now wish to completely dedicate themselves to Christ in celi-
bacy. One cannot be a “holy one” and a “virgin;” however, a virgin may be 
a holy one. According to Aphrahat, only a celibate ascetic Christian who is 
completely dedicated to God may become a temple of God.  

THE SINGLES (IHIDAYĒ) 
“We are from Adam, and here we know a little. This alone we know: there 
is one God, one Christ, one Spirit, one faith, and one baptism.”261 The one, 
solitary, or single is an essential concept for Aphrahat. The single ones or 
ØÊÙÐØ̈ܐ  ihidayē are those who follow Christ, the one son of God.262 As 

                                                 
261 D 23:60 (PS II/124.10–13) Syriac is on page 43. 
262 The term ihidayē in reference to the fourth century ascetics will be translated 

as “the Singles.” The term “singles” is used eight times in the Demonstrations to refer 
to the followers of Christ: D 6:4 (PS I/261.1), D 6:6 (PS I/269.3), D 6:8 (PS 
I/272.21), D 6:8 (PS I/276.19), D 7:18 (PS I/341.23), D 7:19 (PS I/344.25), D7:25 
(PS I/356.8) and D8:23 (PS I/404.6). The term is used another way in D 22:7 (PS 
I/1004.10) where it refers to those who trust in the world, and the end result is that 
Death shall win. “He (Death) leads away for himself the precious only-begotten 
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Aphrahat explains: “The Single one (Ihidayā) who is from the bosom of his 
Father shall make all the singles (ihidayē) glad.”263 He explains this idea fur-
ther writing that: “These things are suitable for the single ones who have 
accepted the heavenly yoke and have become disciples of Christ. Likewise it 
is appropriate for the disciples of Christ to be like their Lord.”264 The ascet-
ics are Christ’s disciples and should emulate him by being single in every 
sense of the word. To place Ihidayā within a context, in the Peshitta NT, it 
refers to God the Father’s only Son in John 1:14,18; 3:16,18. The term is 
also applied in the simpler sense for those people in the scriptures who are 
the sole offspring of their parents.265 The singles have no earthly parents 
once they become the offspring of Jesus. This is a “radical discipleship of 
Jesus.”266 Ihidayā was a familiar technical term by the mid fourth century for 
both Christ and his ascetic followers. The most general, all encompassing 
term for Aphrahat’s ascetic audience members is the Singles, the ihidayē.267  

                                                                                                             
children ܐØÊÙÐØ û̈ܒ  bar ihidayē, and their parents will be deprived of them and will 
be judged.” 

263 D 6:6 (PS I/269.3–4) 
ÌàÜ̱ܘܢ ØÊÙÐØܐ ÊÐâܐ Ìßܘܢ ØÊÙÐØܐ ܕÍî çâܒÌ ܕܐܒÍܗܝ ܼ ̈.  

The title “Only Begotten” for Jesus Christ is used three times in the Demonstra-
tions, D 6:6, D 23:52, and D 23:53. D 23:52 (PS II/100.15–17) “We give thanks to 
you for the love of Him who has been given by you, who has desired that we live 
by the death of his Only Begotten One (ÌØÊÙÐØ Ihidayeh).”  

  . ܕÐåܐ ܒÍãܬܗ ܕÌØÊÙÐØܕܨܒܐ ܒÍâ :çܕçæØ ܒĆãÏăß Þܐ ܕÍÐàüܟ
D 23:53 (PS II/105.10) “Though we did not ask you, you sent us your Only 

Begotten One.” ÞØÊÙÐØ çß ܪܬÊü Þæßܐü ܐĆß ÊÜ.   
Later Aphrahat addresses his “beloved solitaries.” ܐØÊÙÐØ ÚܒÙܒÏ̈ ̈  habibē ihi-

dayē D 6:4 (PS I/261.4) and in D 6:8 (PS I/272.21) he tells the solitaries/singles, 
sons of the covenant, virgins and holy ones all the things they must do and not do.  

264 D 6:8 (PS I/276.18–22) 
̈ܗØ çÙßܐØÊÙÐÙß çØܐ ܐçÙàØ ܕùâܒûÙå çÙàܐ æÙãüܐ ܘܗܘçØ ܬÊÙãßܐ  ̈

æ̱ܐ ܓØ ûÙܐܐ Ìßܘܢ ÊÙãßÿßܘܗܝ ܕÐÙýâܐܗÐÙýãß .Üܐ ܕûßܒÌܘܢ . ̈
 ÐÙýâܐ ÿåܕܗܘܢ܀

265 Son of widow of Nain in Luke 7:12, the possessed son in Luke 9:38, Jairus’ 
daughter in Luke 8:49. Cf. S. Griffith, “Singles,” 149–150, and Kiraz, ed., Concor-
dance to the Syriac New Testament, s.v. “ܐØÊÙÐØ.” 

266 Thomas K. Koonammakkal, “Ephrem’s Ideas on Singleness,” Hugoye, Vol. 
2, No. 1, http://www.leidenuniv.nl/gg/peshitta/syrcom/Hugoye/Vol2No1/HV2 
N1Koonammakkal.html:Jan. 1999, paragraph 4. 

267 For further discussion of the term ihidayē and its function within Syriac 
spirituality see Sidney Griffith, “‘Singles’ in God’s Service; Thoughts on the Ihidaye 
from the Works of Aphrahat and Ephraem the Syrian,” The Harp IV, 1,2,3 July 
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Many scholars have studied the Syrian singles to determine their origin 
and specific function within the church. R. Murray defines the Singles as:  

(1) becoming ‘single’ by accepting Christ’s call to leave dear ones, (2) 
becoming single-minded, by accepting ‘circumcision of the heart,’ and 
(3) ‘putting on’ the Ihîdāyâ, Christ, and thus ‘standing up’ for him as a 
sort of representative, and thereby joining the Qyāmâ, the ‘heart’ of the 
Church.268  

Murray’s definition matches Aphrahat’s use of the term with the emphasis 
upon becoming as Christ-like as possible. A. Guillaumont suggests that the 
origin of the Syriac term “ihidayā” may be traced back to the tradition that 
those who serve in the Jerusalem temple abstain from conjugal relations 
and is related to the sentiment of singleness expressed in Psalm 86:11: 
“Teach me thy way, O LORD, that I may walk in thy truth; unite ( חדי ) my 
heart to fear thy name.” The Hebrew term יחד is the same root as the 
Syriac term ihidayā. It is translated in Greek as μοναχος monachos which in 
turn is the foundation for the English term monk. Guillaumont argues for a 
Jewish provenance of the celibate and ascetic manner of living which later 
becomes known as monasticism.269 In Aphrahat’s case, he uses ihidayē as the 

                                                                                                             
(1991): 145–159; idem, “Monks, ‘Singles,’ and the ‘Sons of the Covenant,’ Reflec-
tions on Syriac Ascetic Terminology,” 141–160; and A. J. van der Aalst, “A l’origine 
du monachisme syrien: Les ‘ihidaye’ chez Aphrahat,” in Fructus Centesimus, eds. An-
toon Bastiaensen, et al. (Steenbrugis: Kluwer, 1989): 315–324. R. Murray observes 
that ihidayā may be a synonym for μονογενής and μοναχος in Greek. Murray, 
Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 13. Eusebius of Caesarea also uses the term μοναχος 
to refer to one who retires to the desert in solitude, for example in Egypt. The em-
phasis differs in Aphrahat’s community, rather than geographic solitude; spiritual 
and sexual solitude is crucial for the ihidayā. (Cf. Antoine Guillaumont, 
“Monachisme et Éthique Judéo-Chrétienne,” RSR 60, 1 (Jan–Mar 1972): 199–218.) 
The Single one idea is also found in The Gospel of Thomas log. 4, 11, 16, 22, 23, 49, 
75, and 106. Cf. A. F. J. Klijn, “The ‘Single One’ in the Gospel of Thomas,” JBL 
LXXXI (1962): 271–278. Ihidayā themes are also in The Acts of Judas Thomas #48, 60, 
80, 122, 143. See too, A. F. J. Klijn, The Acts of Thomas and A. Baker, “‘Fasting to 
the World,’” JBL 84 (1965): 291–294; and AbouZayd, Ihidayutha. 

268 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 16. 
269 Guillaumont even uses Aphrahat’s Demonstrations to help explain the celi-

bacy of the Qumran community. His argument is more complex than is presented 
here in the barest of outlines. For his full argument see his articles: “A Propos du 
Célibat des Esséniens,” in Hommages a André Dupont-Sommer, (Paris: Andrien-
Maisonneuve, 1971), 395–404 and “Perspectives Actuelles sur les Origines du 
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over arching category for his ascetics, within the group there are various 
subcategories: covenanters, virgins, and holy ones. He does not keep the 
subcategories separate from each other; there is some confusion with his 
terminology.  

The principal aspect of the singles who follow Christ is that they are 
exactly that, single, in all aspects of their lives—physically, mentally, socially, 
and spiritually. As Aphrahat explains: 

And it is said, “The two of them should be one flesh.” (Gen. 2:24). And 
this is true, for as a man and woman become one flesh and one mind, 
and his intelligence and thought270 separate from his father and his 
mother, so too a man who has not yet taken a wife but remains single in 
one spirit and one mind with his Father.271  

Aphrahat argues that this Genesis passage is applicable to both married and 
celibate people. For the man who marries a woman, his mind becomes 
attached to concerns of this world; for the single one, his mind is attached 
to God. The key idea is singleness of mind and union with God the Father.  

Another Syriac writing, the Gospel of Thomas deals with singleness 
within the Christian context. The Gospel of Thomas is a collection of sayings, 
or logia, attributed to Jesus which differ somewhat from the canonical say-
ings in emphases and spiritual sentiment.272 The GT has a strong theme of 

                                                                                                             
Monachisme,” in Frontiers of Human Knowledge, ed. Torgny T. Segerstedt (Uppsala: 
1978; Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 1979), 219–221.  

Guillaumont is not alone in this line of inquiry; A. Vööbus, R. Murray, and J. 
Ouellette all follow the possibility of connections between the Syriac Christians and 
the Qumran community. See Arthur Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 100ff; Ar-
thur Vööbus, “Aphrahat,” 152–155; Robert Murray, “Characteristics of the Earliest 
Syriac Christianity,” 3–16; and  Jean Ouellette, “Aphraate, Qumran et les Qaraïtes,” 
in A History of the Mishnaic Law of Purities 15: Niddah, Commentary Studies in Judaism in 
Late Antiquity 6/15, ed. Jacob Neusner (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1976), 166–183. 

270 Syr. mind çÙîܪ recyān, intelligence ܗÿÙîܬܪ tarciteh, and thought ܗÿܒýÐâ 
mahshabteh. 

271 D 18:11 (PS I/840.22–841.2) 
ûâܼܘܐ :ûéܒ ÊÏ ܘܘܢ ܬܪ̈ܗܘܢÌåܬܐ . ܕÿåܐ ܘܐûܓܒ ÞØܐ ܗܝ ܕܐûØûü̱ܘ ̱

̱ܗܘÌß çØܘܢ ÊÏ ܒûé ܘÊÏ ܪçÙî ܘçâ ܐܒÍܗܝ ܘܐøûñ Ìâܐ ܬܪÿÙîܗ  ܼ
 Ãéå ܘøܐܡ Ćß áÙÜÊܐî̱ܗæÜܐ ܐܦ ܒýåûܐ ܕܐÿåܬܐ : ܘýÐâܒÿܗ

ÊÙÐØ̱ܐÿØ ܒÊÐܐ ܪܘܚ ܘܒÊÐ ܪçÙî ܗܘܐ çâ ܐܒÍܗܝ܀ ܼ  
272 The Gospel of Thomas, henceforth GT, original language composition for the 

collection is disputed. I follow N. Perrin’s analysis and suggestions that the GT was 
originally a Syriac text, likely produced in the area of Edessa around 175–200 C.E. 
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the “single one” or ihidayē running throughout the logia. One logion states: 
“Jesus said: ‘Blessed are the solitary and elect, for you will find the kingdom. 
For you are from it, and to it you will return.”273 Salvation for humanity is a 
return to the unity with God that Adam enjoyed before the fall.274 This may 
be a possible witness to the early stages of solitary asceticism similar to what 
we find in Aphrahat’s Demonstrations.275  

Returning to the Sage’s writings, we have the asectic singles who are to 
follow Christ as soldiers follow their leader. Aphrahat emphasizes this point 
in an elliptical analogy found in Dem. Seven “On Repentance.”276  After a 
                                                                                                             
Nicholas Perrin, Thomas and Tatian: The Relationship between the Gospel of Thomas and the 
Diatessaron, (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2002), 192. The GT exists in a Coptic translation 
found in the Nag Hammadi library. A copy of the GT Coptic manuscript is in Mi-
chael Fieger, Das Thomasevangelium Einleitung, Kommentar Und Systematik (Münster: 
Aschendorff, 1991), 202. See Jacques Ménard, L’évangile selon Thomas [traduction et 
commentaire] (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975). Some English translations are Helmut 
Koester and Thomas O. Lambdin, “The Gospel of Thomas (II,2),” in The Nag 
Hammadi Library in English, vol. 3, ed. James M. Robinson (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1988), 
124–138 or Richard Valantasis, The Gospel of Thomas (London: Routledge Pub., 
1997). 

The GT has usually been categorized as encratite, see DeConick and Fossum, 
“Stripped Before God,” 123–150. The Acts of Thomas, the Liber Graduum, and 
Macarius may have used the GT as a source. For a history of the text see Klijn, 
“The ‘Single One’ in the Gospel of Thomas,” 271–278; Gilles Quispel, “L’Evangile 
selon Thomas et les origines de l’ascese chretienne,” chap. in Aspects du Judeo-
christianisme (Paris: 1965), 35–51; and idem, “‘The Gospel of Thomas’ and the ‘Gos-
pel of the Hebrews,’” NTS 12 (1966): 371–382, esp. 377. 

273 Logion 49, Koester, “The Gospel of Thomas,” 132. 
274 See also Logia 4, 11, 16, 22, 23, 75, and 106. See especially Klijn, “The ‘Sin-

gle One’ in the Gospel of Thomas” for a full discussion of this theme in the GT. 
275 P. H. Poirier examined Aphrahat’s saying about being “one” (ÊÏ had) by 

comparing this passage with the Gospel of Thomas sections 16 and 23, and ob-
served that had and the Ihidayā are not necessarily Gnostic terms. Some terms in 
question are: One intellect ܐæÙîܪ recyānā, one heart ܒܐß lebā, and one thought 
 ýÐâ mahshabtā. Paul Hubert Poirier, “L’Évangile selon Thomas (log 16 et 23) etܒÿܐ
Aphraate (Dém XVIII, 10–11),” in Mélanges Antoine Guillaumont, ed. R. Coquin (Ge-
neva: P. Cramer, 1988), 16. 

276 Demonstration Seven has had a fair amount of scholarly ink spilled about 
it, metaphorically speaking. Some scholars have argued that Demonstration Six and 
Seven are a unit, others have argued for the two to be considered separate texts. 
The issue at stake is the composition of Aphrahat’s community; was it filled with 
only ascetics, or was it a mixed community of ascetics and non-ascetics alike? F. C. 
Burkitt and A. Vööbus argue for the solely ascetic community, T. Jansma and P. 
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discussion of Gideon and the choosing of the soldiers (Judges 7:2–8), 
Aphrahat writes: “For this is a great mystery, my friend, that Gideon prefig-
ured: this is the type of baptism, the mystery of combat,277 and the example 
to the singles.”278 Gideon is a type for Christ, with the soldiers representing 
the followers of Christ. It is through the sacrament of baptism that the fol-
lowers of Christ may have him as their life and living example.  

The martial overtones of Gideon continue throughout the demonstra-
tion; those who are dedicated to Christ are his warriors and by necessity 
suffer as their leader did. “The combat [agonā] is honorable for the singles 
because they are setting their faces forward and do not remember what is 
behind them.”279 (Phil 2:13–15) One may even presume to say that the sin-
gles are the ground troops for Christ in his battle against Satan.280 To de-
scribe the singles’ ordeal following Christ, Aphrahat uses the Greek-derived 
Syriac word ܐåÍܐܓ agonā from γών which means struggle or training.281 
The term agonā is equally applicable to mental or athletic struggle and train-
ing. Aphrahat uses the word over twenty five times in three of his demon-
strations: 6, 7, and 14. These three demonstrations are specifically designed 
to uplift his ascetic audience. Aphrahat combines the struggle imagery with 
that of martyrdom in Dem. 14:38: “You are those who run into combat, are 

                                                                                                             
Bruns for a mixed community. Many other scholars weigh in on this matter, but 
the consensus at this point is that Aphrahat was speaking to an audience of mainly 
ascetics but there may have been non-ascetics present as well. A full discussion 
about this issue may be found in Taeke Jansma’s article “Aphraates’ Demonstration 
VII §§ 18 and 20,” 21–48. A. Vööbus summarizes this controversy with the rather 
negative view that: “The homiletical and paraenetical language is so predominant 
that very little room is left for concrete data in which research is interested.” 
(Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 3, 25). See also Francis C. Burkitt, Early Christian-
ity Outside the Roman Empire (Cambridge, 1899; reprint, Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 
Press, 2002) and Bruns, Das Christusbild Aphrahats des Persischen Weisen. 

277 Syr. ܐåÍܓØܐ agonā. 
278 D 7:19 (PS I/344.21–25) Syriac on page 67.  
279 D 7:18 (PS I/341.23–25)  

ØÊÙÐÙß̈ܐ ܗܘ Øܐܐ ܐØܓåÍܐ áÓâ ܕÌÙâÊùßܘܢ çãÙè ܐÌÙñܘܢ ܘĆßܐ  ̈ ̱̈
  ÿâܕÊâ çØûÜܡ ܕܒÿܪܗܘܢ

280 A. Guillaumont writes concerning Aphrahat’s Demonstration 20:5–9 that 
the ihidayē are those who are victorious in the spiritual combat. Guillaumont, 
“Monachisme et Éthique Judéo-Chrétienne,” 204. 

281 Payne-Smith defines agonā as “a trial of skill or strength, a contest, struggle. 
Metaph. a mental struggle, perplexity; ascetic training, the ascetic life.” Payne-
Smith, 3. 
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punished in the stadium, and receive the crowns.”282 The images of the 
Christian as athlete running a race, tortured in the Roman stadium, and then 
receiving the martyr’s crown are common motifs throughout early Christian 
literature.283 Vööbus explains the term agonā:  

It is made clear that this ‘struggle’ involves life without marriage and 
without possessions; it is a life in privation and asceticism. This then is 
the ‘contest.’ The term appears repeatedly; it became a key word in 
describing the true Christian life, together with the word ‘struggle.’284  

Those who wish to be single for Christ will not have an easy or peaceful life 
here on earth; it will be a life full of agonā, or agony and struggle.  

Aphrahat uses the phrase “solitary life” to define the way of behavior 
for the sons of the covenant and holy ones in his insistence upon men and 
women living separated from each other.285 Ihidayē also refers to the state of 
being celibate. Dem. 6:8 has a “Rule of Aphrahat” in which the Sage de-
scribes the standards and expectations for the single ones.286 Aphrahat 
opens his passage of commands for right behavior with “these things are 
suitable for singles287 who accept the heavenly yoke, and become disciples 
of Christ.”288 The Demonstration entitled “On the Covenanters” has the 
rule of behavior, but it is fully applicable to all the celibates.289  

                                                 
282 D 14:38 (PS I/680.13–15) 

Úàãî̈ ܒܐØÊÓèܐ ܘéåܒĆàÙàÜ Úܐ: ̱ܐÿåܘܢ ܐÍåܢ ܪ̈ܗÚÒ ܒܐØܓåÍܐ ̈ ̈.  
283 Cf. Rev 2:10, and Heb 2:9, 12:1. Cf. Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas 

and Martyrdom of Polycarp. Passion de Perpétue et de Félicité, SC vol. 417, trans. 
Jacqueline Amat (Cerf, Paris: 1996) and Das Martyrium des Polykarp, vol. 6 
Kommentar zu den Apostolischen Vätern, trans. Gerd Buschmann (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1998). 

284 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 3, 6–7. 
285 See the following about the qyāmā, page 82. Cf. D 6:4 (PS I/260.14–17).  
286 Calling this passage the “Rule of Aphrahat” places him within the mold of 

St. Pachomius or St. Basil the Great’s ascetic rule of life. See also, Griffith, “Sin-
gles,” 150. 

287 Syr. ܐØÊÙÐØ̈  ihidayē. 
288 D 6:8 (PS I/276.18–20) 

̈ܗØ çÙßܐÊÙÐÙß çØܐ ܐçÙàØ ܕùâܒûÙå çÙàܐ æÙãüܐ ܘܗܘçØ ܬÊÙãßܐ  ̈
 .ÐÙýãßܐ

For a full discussion of the yoke motif in Aphrahat and in Rabbinic sources, 
see Naomi Koltun-Fromm, “Yokes of the Holy-Ones: The Embodiment of a 
Christian Vocation,” HTR 94, 2 (2001): 207–220. She concludes that Aphrahat’s 
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First and foremost in Aphrahat’s rule is the fundamental assumption 
that the ascetics must remain celibate. If one is a single in the service of the 
Lord, then one must stay that way. To protect against temptation, celibate 
members should avoid cohabitating with the opposite sex. Falling prey to 
these temptations is tantamount to adultery because these celibate people 
have betrothed themselves to Christ as the Spouse. Aphrahat is very clear 
that he does not call sex itself sinful, his concern is that marriage distracts 
one from heavenly concerns with all of the earthly concerns of a wife and 
family.290 The various scriptural exemplars of the celibate life are either 
those who are celibate or those who should have remained celibate because, 
when they abandoned celibacy and turned to concerns of the world, only 
terrible things happened to them. These models of virtue are: Adam, Sam-
son, David, Solomon, Moses, Joshua, Elijah, Elisha, John the Baptist, Paul, 
and Barnabas.291 Aphrahat argues that Elisha had the power of God be-
cause he remained free from marital concerns. This argument has the po-
lemical overtone of refuting the Jews who argue that being celibate is 
against the Abrahamic covenant: “Elisha remained solitary and chaste, and 
he was an amazing worker of miracles by the hand of God.”292 Aphrahat 
warns his fellow celibates to keep temptation to a minimum (in other 
words, avoid women) because only evil things happen when one gives in to 
temptation.293 Guarding chastity and staying focused upon Christ are essen-

                                                                                                             
imagery closely parallels rabbinic usage in his focus upon Lamentations 3:27 with 
less emphasis upon the Levitical exhortations. 

289 The D 6:8 (PS I/272.21) passage addresses the audience as Sons of the 
covenant, virgins, and saints (or holy ones). 

290 D 18:10 (PS I/840.13–19)  “And when a man takes a wife, he leaves his fa-
ther and his mother ... and his mind is captivated by this world. His mind, his heart, 
and his reasoning are dragged away from God into the world, and he loves and 
enjoys it as a man loves the wife of his youth.” 

ÌâܐĆßܗܝ ܘÍܐܒĆß úܒü Ãéå ܬܐÿåܐ ܐýåûܒ ÊÜ̱ܘ ̇ ̱...âܘ ÌæÙîܪ ÊÏܬÿ
ܼܘÿåÿâܦ ܪÌæÙî ܘßܒÌ ܘýÐâܒÿܗ çâ ܐÌßܐ ßܓÍ : ܒĆãàïܐ ܗåܐ

 :̱ܘܪäÏ ܘÌß ÃÐâ ܐÞØ ܕܪäÏ ܓܒûܐ Ćßܐÿåܬ ÍÙàÒܬܗ: Ćãàîܐ
291 D 6:3 and D 6:5 (PS I/256, 261–265). 
292 D 18:7 (PS I/833.5–7)  

óÝåܘܐܬ ÿØܐÊÙÐØ ܝÍø ðýÙßܒܐ: ܘܐ ûïè ܐÌÙâܐ ܬĆàÙÏ̈ܘ   .ÊØܗ ܐÌßܐ̈
293 In this day and age, one cannot overlook the overtly misogynist tones of 

this passage. Aphrahat is true to his time and uses the scriptures to prove his point. 
It is the opinion of this author that judging a fourth century author with twenty-
first century sensibilities is unfair to the ancient author’s thought. For an eloquent 
discussion of this scholarly tension see A. Lehto, “Women in Aphrahat: Some Ob-
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tial for the singles, but there are countless further requirements for these 
elite disciples. 

Aphrahat tells these celibates to have a firm faith, fast, pray, love 
Christ, be mild, wise, peace-loving, pleasant, and humble. They must shun 
jokes, angry words, mocking, or laughter. They should refrain from drunk-
enness, pride, gluttony, or envy. They must dress appropriately, without 
jewelry, long hair with barrettes, or perfumes.294 They should avoid inap-
propriate companions, for example, those who are wicked, contemptuous, 
blasphemers, and slanderers.295 The passage in Dem. Six is a concise sum-
mary of the various pieces of advice about the life of an ascetic. The Singles 
try to function in a manner of imitatio Christi. Within the category of the 
“singles,” there are further subcategories of the Covenanters, the virgins, 
and the holy ones.  

THE COVENANTERS (BNAY QYĀMĀ) 
Aphrahat is the earliest Syriac witness to the bnay qyāmā.296 This title may be 
variously translated as Sons of the Covenant,297 Covenanters,298 and Mem-

                                                                                                             
servations,” Hugoye Vol. 4 no. 2 (July 01), http://syrcom.cua.edu/syrcom/Hugoye: 
2001, Paragraph 5. 

294 Cf. D 6:8 (PS I/273–276). 
295 Cf. D 6:8 (PS I/276.12–18). 
296 Citations of the title “bnay qyāmā” are as follows: the title of the Sixth Dem-

onstration is ܐĆãÙø Úæܐ ܕܒÿØÍÏ̈ܬ  tahwitā dbnay qyāmā. Citations not referring to 
the Demonstration title are: D 6:20 (PS I/312.7–21); D 7:25 (PS I/356.8); and D 
10:9 (PS I/465.3). “Read and learn you the brothers (ܐÏ̈ܐ  ahe) the sons of the 
covenant (ܐĆãÙø Úæ̈ܒ  bnay qyāmā), and the sons of our faith (ܬܢÍæãØܗ Úæ̈ܒ  bnay 
haymānutan), those from whom mocking is far removed.” This passage may be in-
terpreted as showing that the qyāmā were not clergy but lay people and still separate 
from the rest of the community. D 18:11 (PS I/841.13) and D 22:25 (PS 
I/1041.10–11) are both references to the title of D 6. Other citations of 
 ĆãÙø qyāmā alone are far more frequent, twenty six times compared to eightܐ
times with “sons.” On the whole, the term qyāmā refers to the various specific 
covenants of God with his people, i.e., Noah, Abraham, Moses, and the ultimate 
covenant, Jesus Christ. 

297 The academic consensus at this point has preferred this title to all other 
possible English titles.  

For various interpretations of the Covenanters see the following: Connolly, 
“Aphraates and Monasticism,” 522–539; Burkitt, “Aphraates and Monasticism: A 
Reply,” 10–15; Mother Mary Maude, “Who were the B’nai Q’yâmâ?,” JTS 36 
(1935): 13–21; Hausherr, “Aphraate,” DSp, 747; Simon Jargy, “Les ‘Fils et Filles du 
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bers of the Order.299 The Covenanters are a sub-set of the larger group of 
ascetic celibates, the singles, ihidayē. The nomenclature of Aphrahat’s celi-
bates is fluid and overlapping. He uses ihidayē and bnay qyāmā synonymously. 
As S. Griffith explains, the ihidayē and the bnay qyāmā are two terms referring 
to the same people in Aphrahat’s community.300 The difference is in the 
point of reference in regard to them. The ihidayē refers to the singleness; the 
bnay qyāmā refers to standing, rising up, and community. There are celibates 
who are not members of the Covenant and are still singles, though the op-
posite is impossible: all Covenanters are ihidayē. 

The dictionary definition of qyāmā is: “a) standing, upright, bearing; 
constitution; stability; b) a military post, station, garrison, c) a statute, cove-
nant; d) profession of the ascetic or monastic life, vow of chastity, celi-
bacy.”301 The most important definition is covenant.302 As A. Vööbus ob-

                                                                                                             
Pacte’ dans la Littérature Monastique Syriaque,” OCP 17 (1951): 304–320; Vööbus, 
chapt. in History, vol. 1, “Qeiāmā,” 97–108; idem, “The Institution of the benai 
qeiâmâ,” 19–27; George Nedungatt, “The Covenanters of the Early Syriac Speaking 
Church,” OCP 39 (1973): 191–215 and 419–444; Murray, “The Features of the 
Earliest Christian Asceticism,” 63–78; idem, “‘Circumcision of Heart’ and the Ori-
gins of the Qyāmâ,” in After Bardaisan: Studies on Continuity and Change in Syriac Christi-
anity in Honour of Professor Hans J. W. Drijvers, OLA vol. 89, eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and 
Alexander C. Klugkist (Leuven: Peeters, 1999), 201–211; Griffith, “Monks, ‘Sin-
gles,’ and the ‘Sons of the Covenant,’” 141–160; Peter Nagel, “Zum Problem der 
‘Bundessöhne’ bei Afrahat,” Forschungen und Fortschritte 36, 5 (1962): 152–154. 

298 This is G. Nedungatt’s preferred title.  
299 M. J. Pierre’s French translation uses the phrase “des Membres de l’Ordre.” 

Secondary sources focusing upon Aphrahat’s view of the celibate or ascetic are far 
more numerous than on any other topic. Some key studies are the following: Gus-
tav Bickell, Ausgewählte Schriften der syrischen Kirchenväter Aphraates, Rabbulas und Isaak 
von Ninive, zum ersten Male aus dem schriften ubersetzt (Kempten: Kösel, 1874); Guil-
laumont, “Monachisme et Éthique Judéo-Chrétienne,” 199–218; Sebastian P. 
Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” in Syriac Perspective on Late Antiquity (London: 
Variorum Reprints, 1984), 1–19; Murray, “Features,” 63–78; Ouellette, “Aphraate, 
Qumran et les Qaraïtes,” 166–183; Griffith, “‘Singles’ in God’s Service,” 145–159; 
idem, “Monks, ‘Singles,’ and the ‘Sons of the Covenant,’” 141–160; and Koltun-
Fromm, “Sexuality and Holiness,” 375–395. 

300 Cf. D 22:25 (PS I/1041:11), D 8:23 (PS I/404:6), D 6:14 (PS I/296:14–16), 
D 18:11 (PS I/841:13), and D 6:4 (PS I/260:13–20). Griffith, “Monks, ‘Singles,’ 
and the ‘Sons of the Covenant,’” 146. 

301 Payne-Smith, 504. 
302 The term ‘covenant’ as a description of God’s relationship with His people 

is used throughout the Hebrew scriptures, the Christian scriptures, and the Qum-
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serves, for the early Syriac church, “the covenant (qeiāmā) assumes the 
structural position of moulding all its theology, ethics and organization.”303 
This term describes the people who are dedicated to Christ and the church. 
The followers of Christ are the Sons of the Covenant, and Christ is the 
Covenant.304 G. Nedungatt explains the importance of Covenant for 
Aphrahat and Syriac Christian thought in this way: “It is through qyāmâ that 
in this sphere of religion man’s relations with God are rendered stable.”305 
Christ is the ultimate “stabilizer” in volatile times.306  

Qyāmā means both covenant and also literally, a standing firm; a rising 
up; resurrection.307 The Syriac root word øä  qām means to stand.308 So the 
Covenanters may also be translated as the sons of resurrection.309 There is 
some scholarly debate about the importance of “standing” or “rising up” to 
the Covenanters. Some scholars have suggested that the sense of standing 
up for Christ may be linked to those who stood up in the synagogues.310 A. 
Vööbus, on the other hand, dismisses this aspect of the Covenanters’ role 
in the church as far-fetched.311 But, in my opinion, there is a connection 

                                                                                                             
ran documents. Covenant is qyāmā or ܐĆãÙø in Syriac, ברית in Hebrew, and 
διαθκη in Greek. For a further discussion of covenant ideas see, Freedman, ed. 
ABD, s.v. “Covenant,” by George E. Mendenhall and Gary A. Herion; George E. 
Mendenhall and Johannes A. Huntjens, “Contrasting Notions of Covenant and 
Law in the text from Qumran,” Revue de Qumran 8:3 (1974): 361–380; and Jerome 
Murphy-O’Connor, “The New Covenant in the Letters of Paul and the Essene 
Document,” in To Touch the Text: Biblical and Related Studies in honor of Joseph A. Fitz-
myer, S.J., eds. Maurya Horgan and Paul Kobelski (New York: Crossroads Press, 
1989), 194–204. 

303 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 12. 
304 D 16:7 (PS I/780:23, 781:9–11, 21).  
305 Nedungatt, “Covenanters,” 197. 
306 The persecutions of Shapur II made Aphrahat’s life and the life of his 

community very volatile. 
307 This sentiment is very common; it can even be found in G. Webb’s 1837 

hymn “Stand up, stand up for Jesus.”  
308 Payne-Smith, 494–495. 
309 Griffith, “Asceticism in the Church of Syria,” 230–232. 
310 Cf. Maude, “Who were the B’nai Q’yâmâ?” 14 and Nedungatt, “Covenant-

ers,” 191–215. 
311 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 98 and 100. 
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between those who “stand up”312 via the temple imagery which is so key for 
Aphrahat’s thought. The servants of the temple normally stood in the Jeru-
salem temple.313 There is also evidence that some of the Covenanters lived 
in the church building proper while they were serving the church and the 
community.314 The Covenanters having to stand up in church to fulfill their 
sacred function is plausible, and therefore the associated meaning of stand-

                                                 
312 Could this sentiment be akin to “standing up” for someone who is getting 

married, i.e., being best man or bridesmaid? This would add yet another interesting 
layer to the “bride of Christ” imagery for the ascetic who follows Christ. 

313 1 Kings 8:10–11 is witness to standing in the temple, because the priests 
could not stand when the ark was installed in the temple. “And when the priests 
came out of the holy place, a cloud filled the house of the Lord, so that the priests 
could not stand to minister because of the cloud; for the glory of the Lord filled the 
house of the Lord.” 

314 Aphrahat was not the only one having to keep the Covenanters ‘in line,’ so 
to speak. Rabbula of Edessa, a fifth century bishop wrote many canons to reform 
the Syrian church. He was very concerned about the function, role, and abuses of 
the Covenanters. Some Covenanters were actually eating their dinner off of the 
altar. Canon #58: “The benai qeiama shall not ascend to the raised floor of the 
altar, and bring up any food into the apse, nor shall the priests eat there, nor shall 
any man eat in the church; nothing shall be placed there except sacred imple-
ments.” Vööbus, Syriac and Arabic Documents, 49. 

Rabbula also wrote canons to guide the treatment and behavior of both the 
bnay and bart qyāmā. Cf. Susan Ashbrook Harvey, “Bishop Rabbula: Ascetic Tradi-
tion and Change in the Fifth Century Edessa” unpublished manuscript, 1996; Peter 
Bruns, “Bischof Rabbula von Edessa—Dichter und Theologe,” Symposium Syriacum 
VII, OCA vol. 256, ed. René Lavenant (Rome: Pont. Istituto Orientale, 1998), 195–
202; Hans J. W. Drijvers, “The Man of God of Edessa, Bishop Rabbula, and the 
Urban Poor,” in Media Latinitas: A collection of essays to mark the occasion of the retirement 
of L. J. Engels, ed. R. I. A. Nip (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 1996), 205–210; idem, 
“Rabbula, Bishop of Edessa: Spiritual Authority and Secular Power,” in Portraits of 
Spiritual Authority, eds. Hans J. W. Drijvers and J. W. Watt (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1999), 
139–154.  
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ing is significant.315 Those who stand up for the divine are included in the 
human and the angelic realms in the Demonstrations.  

In Dem. Six, Aphrahat declares that: “Whoever partakes in the likeness 
of angels, let him become a stranger to men.”316 The angels are the ones 
who watch and stand continually; the Covenanters are called to be eternally 
standing and watching.317 The most comprehensive definition is the most 
accurate, thus, the phrase “Sons of the Covenant” includes all aspects of 
covenant, treaty, promise, and bond, coupled with the angelic and mystical 
temple imagery of watching, standing, resurrection, and serving. 

The role and function of the Covenanters within the early Syriac 
church is difficult to define, but various scholars have attempted to do so. 
S. Griffith portrays the Covenanters as “…a group of celibates belonging to 
a certain station in life in the community that in the early period of the his-
tory of the church in the Syriac speaking world they assumed by covenant, 
or solemn pledge, at baptism.”318 The pledge at baptism of dedication to 
Christ through chastity and right action is key for these ascetics. They were 
role models for all Christians who should stand and watch for the second 
coming of Christ. “[The qyāmā are] Christians who sought to make a reality 
here already on earth of this potential to re-enter Paradise which was con-
ferred upon them at their baptism.”319 Rather than leaving the city or com-
munity, these men and women worked to fulfill the ideal of asceticism 
within the world, not removed from it.  

A Covenanter was a bridge between heaven and earth through baptism 
and being made a divine temple. A. Vööbus defines the Covenanters as 
                                                 

315 Aphrahat describes the liturgy in the “Church of God,” presumably his own 
parish, where he describes the eucharist in the same imagery as the Passover. So 
“they [the Christians] eat the lamb [the Eucharist] quickly in trembling and fear 
while standing on their feet, because they hasten to eat life from the spiritual gift 
that they have received.” D 12:9 (PS I/528. 17–21)  

 áî çÙãÙø ÊÜ ܐÿØܐ ܘܒܐܪܬÿîܘÎܒ ÿØܗܒܐûéâ ܐûâܐĆß Ìß çÙàÜܕܐ
ܼܪ̈ܓÌÙàܘܢ áÓâ ܕûéâܗܒçÙ ܐÍåܢ ĆãßܐÙÏ áÜܐ Íâ çâܗܒÿܐ ܕܪܘÏܐ  ̈

  ܕøܒÍà܀
316 D 6:1 (PS I/248.25–26) See also Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 16. 

ùüܕ çâ̇ á̱ ܕÍâܬܐ ܕĆàâܐÜܐ çâ ܒÚæ ܐýåܐ Ìåܘܐ ØûÜÍåܐ̇
̈

ܼ
̈. 

317 Angels were commonly called “the Watchers” in both in Jewish and Chris-
tian mystical circles. Heavenly watchers is a common term used by Aphrahat. The 
term is ܐûÙî cirē as opposed to the more common terms for angels, 
Ćàâ̈ܐÜܐ  malākē> See below, page 96. 

318 Griffith, “Asceticism,” 238. 
319 Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, xxiv. 
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those who transcend mundane concerns for the divine. His description is 
that: “all the qeiāmā of male and female were abstinent and glorious, and 
they were holy and pure and dwelt singly and abstinently without defile-
ment, in watchfulness of the service gloriously.”320 The angelic overtones of 
the Covenanter’s function suggest that they had origins within the Jewish 
mystic milieu. This connection is only alluded to by G. Kittel in a very brief 
article in which he cites a 19th century manuscript which says that there are 

קיומיבני   bnay qyame in the synagogue. He notes that the parallel between 
the Christian church and synagogue is interesting.321 Sadly, there has been 
very little scholarly interest in tracing this connection further in the later 
Jewish synagogue tradition, and it is beyond this study to do so here. To 
recapitulate, the Sons of the Covenant are dedicated to Christ at the time of 
baptism, celibate, models for the Christian life, imitators of the angelic life, 
and divine temples.  

The Covenanters were a distinct group who could be identified and 
singled out from the rest of the clergy and church membership. During the 
persecutions of the Persian Emperor, Shapur II, the Covenanters were per-
secuted and harassed. In the form of an intercession to God to save them 
from the terrible situation, Aphrahat writes:  

Have compassion for your people plundered, for your house destroyed, 
for your altars pulled down, for your priests slaughtered, for your Cove-
nant persecuted, for your scriptures which are sealed [away], for us dis-
persed and for us plundered.322 

It was probably around 340 C.E. when the first Christians were killed in this 
persecution, which lasted sporadically for about a half century. This passage 

                                                 
320 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 11. 
321 Gerhard Kittel, “Eine synagogale Parallel zu den Benai Qejama,” ZNTW 16 

(1915): 235–236. 
322 D 23:53 (PS II/105.21–27) 

Êâ áî̈ܒáî : ÞÙÐ ܒÿÙܟ ܕûÏܒ: ܬܪÞãî áî Þýòå äî ܒÎØÎܐ

çÙòÙÐèܕ :çÙܒØûÏܕ ÞÙåÌÜ áî̈ :óØܕܪܕ ÞãÙø áî :çÙãØÿÏܕ ÞÙܒÿÜ áî̈ :
 .ÎØÎܘܬܢâ áîܒÊܪܘܬܢ ܘáî ܒ

Later in the same Demonstration, Aphrahat writes that “our covenant is dis-
persed.” ܪÊܒâ çãÙøܘ.  (D 23:55 PS II/112.6) and “Have regard, Lord, have regard 
for the purity of your covenant which has fallen into the hands of evil.” (D 23:56 
PS II/113.24–26) 

 áî çØÊÏܐ ܘýÙܝ ܒÊØܒܐ áòâܕ ÞãÙøܬܗ ܕÍòÝå áî ܣÍÏ ܐØûâ ܣÍÏ̈ ̈

 .ܬܒûܢ
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suggests that the Covenanters were able to be identified for persecution, as 
were the priests. They must have had distinctive clothing and position 
within the church.  

Aphrahat is not alone in describing the ascetic followers of Jesus 
within his community. The Liber Graduum, likely an early mid fourth to the 
early fifth century C.E. Syriac text, describes two distinct groups of Chris-
tians—the Just and the Perfect.323 The people who are the Just (ܐåܐÜ̈  kenē) 
are those who are married and are active in ministering on earth.324 The 
Perfect ( ãܐܓûÙ̈  gmirē) are those who are single,325 like the angels,326 pray, 
and wander from town to town.327 The LG explains why the Just are less 
than the Perfect:  

Because, therefore, the Just ones have not withdrawn from all that there 
is on earth, nor from marriage and anxiety and labor, they eat from that 
tree from which Adam ate and they have many faults [keeping] them 
from perfection. But our Lord wished through his mercies to give to 
them [the chance] to observe justness, which is lower than perfection, 

                                                 
323 Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, 42–53. 
324 R. Kitchen prefers to translate the kenē as “the Upright” because English 

usage of “just” causes some confusion. Kitchen, The Book of Steps, ii. For our pur-
poses, “just” is traditional and sufficient.  

325 Mēmrē 30 is entitled “On the commandments of faith and the love of the 
Ihidayē (solitaries ܐØÊÙÐØ̈ ). Ihidayē is a defining state for both the LG and Aphrahat: 
those who are single follow Jesus who is the ultimate Single one. For further dis-
cussion, see page 73. 

326 Cf. LG 25:8 c.752:1–4 “For the Perfect are like angels, as our Lord said, 
‘Those who are worthy of that resurrection are not able to die, but are like the an-
gels.’” (Luke 20:35–36) 

ܼܓăÙãܐ ܓûÙ ܐĆàâ ÞØܐÜܐ ܐÍåܢ ܐÞØ ܕܐûâ ûâܢ ܕܐçÙàØ ܕÌßܝ : ̈
çØÍü ܐÿãÙø :çØܐ ܗܘÜܐĆàâ ÞØܐ ܐĆßܐ çÙÐÝýâ ܐĆß ÿããß̈. 

327 Kitchen states that: “Distinct from the image of the cloistered monk or 
even the solitary hermit, the Perfect did not take a vow of stability. Wandering in 
the region with no permanent domicile (365:26–368:2; 505:16–19), they taught all 
manner of people (61:10–14; 893:7–13), begged (529:10–12), and mediated disputes 
in other churches and communities (37:9–14; 93:24–96:2).” Robert Kitchen, “Con-
flict on the Stairway to Heaven: The Anonymity of Perfection in the Syriac Liber 
Graduum,” in Symposium Syriacum VII, 1996. OCA Vol. 256, ed. René Lavenant 
(Rome: Pontificio Istituto Orientale, 1998), 213–214. 
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so that when they marry and are in these visible things they will be beau-
tiful in the day of our Lord.328  

A. Guillaumont suggests that the Perfect of the LG are the equivalent of 
the bnay qyāmā with whom Aphrahat is very well acquainted.329 This equiva-
lency is inaccurate since the qyāmā for the most part were living and serving 
a stable community and intransient, unlike the LG’s perfect ones who wan-
dered from town to town. The spiritual foci of both the LG’s perfect ones 
and the qyāmā of Aphrahat’s writings are quite similar, but the lived experi-
ences of both groups are different. However, the distinctions between the 
Just and the Perfect of the LG are applicable also to the spiritual journey of 
becoming a temple of God. The Just stay within the visible church and if 
they are extraordinary, they may progress to becoming a human temple, but 
it is less likely. The Perfect are able to become the temple of God in the 
body and the heart and are likely to progress to the heavenly temple. As the 
LG explains: 

Whoever reaches in his heart to that heavenly church and soon departs, 
he is blessed in his spirit so that he becomes perfect and he will go see 
our Lord face to face. 330 

One of the many reasons for the difference between the Just and the Per-
fect comes from the different degrees to which the Spirit dwells in different 
people.331 Aphrahat has a similar idea that the Holy Spirit may leave a per-

                                                 
328 LG 20:6 c. 541:20–544:6 

áÓâܼ ܗáÙÜ ܕĆßܐ ܐܬÜ Íøûñܐåܐ áÜ çâ ܕܐÿØ ܒܐܪîܐ
ܼܘçâ ܙܘܘܓܐ : ̈

ܼܘçâ ܨÿñܐ ܘĆàãî çâܐ ܼ : áÜܐ ܕܐæàØܗܘ ܐ çâ áÙÜÊî ܢÍåܐ çÙàÜ̇ܐ
ܼ

ܐĆßܐ ܨܒܐ . Ìæâܼ ܐܕܡ ܘèܓÚ ܐÌß ÿØܘܢ ܒÍܨܪ̈ܐ çâ ܓûÙãܘܬܐ
 ÊÜܘܬܐ ܕûÙãܪ ܓÿܬܐ ܕܒÍåܐÜ ܘܢûÓåܘܢ ܕÌß ܠÿåܗܝ ܕÍãÏăܢ ܒûâ̱

Ìå ûÙòü çØÎÏÿâܕ çÙßÌܘܘܓܐ ܘܒÎܘܢ ܒÌØÿØܢ܀̈ܐûâܕ ÌâÍÙܘܘܢ ܒ 
329 Antoine Guillaumont, “Situation et signification du ‘Liber Graduum’ dans la 

spiritualité syriaque,” in Symposium Syriacum 1972. OCA Vol. 197, (Rome: Pontificio 
Instituto Orientale, 1974), 314. 

330 The passage continues with a defense of the visible church and the impor-
tance of the sacraments. LG 12:4 c.296.4–8 

Êæî çÜܐ ܘÙãýܬܐ ܕܒÊî ܝÌß Ìܒàܐ ܒÓâܕ çâ̱ܘ ܼ :ÌÏܘûß ÌÙܒÍÒ : ܕܗܘܐ
çÙñܐ áܒøÍß çÙñܢ ܐûãß ܐÎÏ ܐ ܘܐܙܠûÙã̈ܓ ̈. 

Aphrahat has a similar progression of perfection in Demonstration 1:3, page 
30. 

331 See for example, LG 28:1 c.788:13–17 “For whenever Adam and his chil-
dren sin, this breath which is the Spirit of God turns aside from them, and when 
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son if the person commits a grievous enough sin.332 Though both texts use 
temple as an essential image, the Liber describes the process and uses the 
image with more explanation than does Aphrahat. The Sage presents the 
temple image with the accompanying scriptural references and assumes that 
his audience can fill in the blanks. The LG author does not leave anything 
to the interpretation of his audience. He explains in clear and simple terms 
the role of the visible church as a means to create the personal temple of 
God. 

The Covenanters in the Demonstrations are a distinct group of male celi-
bate ascetics who are usually lay people and may have been formerly mar-
ried. This group serves the physical church or temple as well as becoming 
living temples of the Spirit. The Liber Graduum also describes his ascetic 
community, the Just and the Perfect, in terms of temple imagery. The LG 
author uses the degree to which an adherent is a temple as a delineation 
point between the two groups. Although there are key differences between 
the LG’s ascetic community and that as described in the Sage’s area, the 
fundamentals are the same—followers of Jesus may be celibate ascetics 
who eventually become spiritual temples. A question arises though, are the 
celibate ascetics necessarily male and not female in Aphrahat’s view? 

HOLY WOMEN  
Despite the masculine collective phrase “Sons of the Covenant,” there were 
also females who were dedicated to Christ and fulfilled a very similar role to 
their male counterparts.333 Aphrahat rarely uses the term bart qyāmā or the 

                                                                                                             
they repent, God comes and dwells in each of them in like manner, to the measure 
of his gifts of Christ, [who gives] different gifts.” 

áÓâ̱ ܕáÜ ܐÿâܝ ܕÓÏܐ ܐܕܡ ܘÊàØܘܗܝ Ùæýâܐ Ìæâ Ìßܘܢ ܗܝ  ̈
ܘܐÿâܝ ܕܬØܒçÙ ܐܬØܐ ûãîܐ : ÿæÏÍòâܐ ܕܐÌØÿØ ܪܘÏܐ ܕܐÌßܐ

Íâ̈ܗܒç : ̈ܐĆàÙÜ ÞØܐ ܕÍâܗܒÿܗ ܕÐÙýâܐ: ܒÌܘܢ ܒþæàÝ ܐÍÜܬܗ

 Íâ̈ܗܒç܀
332 Cf. D 6:1 (PS/I 252.9–12) and the section entitled “Grieving the Spirit,” 

page 122.  
333 For a study of female ascetics and the reworking of societal norms into the 

Christian ascetic milieux, see Susan Ashbrook Harvey’s article “Sacred Bonding: 
Mothers and Daughters in Early Syriac Hagiography,” JECS 4, 1 (1996): 27–56. 
The bart qyāmā are women who live within the larger community rather than being 
isolated from it. Harvey reassesses the role of the bart qyāmā, suggesting that their 
liturgical role as singers in the choirs of church (thereby teaching the congregation 
within a public and civic context) is more important to their function than modern 
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daughters of the Covenant; he prefers to use the masculine plural for both 
male and female members of the order.334 Aphrahat uses “virgins” instead 
of bart qyāmā when discussing an issue of domestic polity. The male coven-
anters were pressuring their female counterparts to keep house for them.335 
Aphrahat warns: “O you virgins who have betrothed yourselves to Christ, 
when one from the sons of the covenant says to you…”336 N. Koltun-
Fromm suggests that Aphrahat’s view of daughters of the covenant is 
rather negative; she argues that Aphrahat does not allow for formerly mar-
ried women to become Covenanters. She writes that: “Their virginity simply 
elevates them from the level of ‘Daughters of Eve’ but it does not bring 
them to holiness, kadishuta [as the men are].”337 In my opinion, when 
Aphrahat exhorts the Sons of the Covenant to better behavior, it is equally 
applicable to the devout women who follow Christ.  

Aphrahat’s pedagogical goals of edifying his presumably male ascetic 
community overwhelm any great concerns about holy women. Does this 
mean that Aphrahat thinks that women cannot be temples of God? I do 

                                                                                                             
scholarship has recognized. Aphrahat does not mention this liturgical function, but 
he is witness to the public presence of the female Covenanters. See Susan A. Har-
vey, “Revisiting the Daughters of the Covenant” read at the North American Syriac 
Symposium IV, July 9th, 2003, Princeton, NJ. According to J. E. Goehring, there is 
evidence of Christian Egyptian women in the early fourth century being active in 
the community rather than being isolated from it. “‘Didyme and the sisters’ partici-
pated in various commercial transactions that include lines of credit and transfer of 
goods (grapes, sandals, cakes, a head-band, and an ostrich egg).” Goehring contin-
ues stating that it is not clear that their organization is a monastery in the modern 
sense, but “it does appear to fit an earlier form of Christian ascetic association in 
which flight from the world was not primary.” James E. Goehring, “The Origins of 
Monasticism,” in Eusebius, Christianity, and Judaism, eds. Harold W. Attridge and 
Gohei Hata (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1992), 243. See also Simon 
Jargy’s discussion of the daughters of the covenant in Jargy, “Les “Fils et Filles du 
Pacte,” 315–320. 

334 D 6:4 (PS I/260.15) ܐĆãÙø ܬûܬܐ ܒÿå̱ܐ  attā bart qyāmā is used only 
once in all the Demonstrations.  

335 The issue of male and female ascetics cohabitating is an important one for 
Aphrahat. See below, the section entitled “Marriage and Virginity,” page 99. 

336 D 6:7 (PS I/272.1–3) 
çâ ÊÏ ÊÜ̈ ܒĆãÙø Úæܐ åܐûâ ... ̈ܐܘܢ ܒÿܘÿßܐ ܕܐăÝâܝ ÐÙýãß çØÌýòåܐ

ܼ
çÙÝæâ ܐÊÐß:  

337 D 6:6 (PS I/269.10–12) is then cited. N. Koltun-Fromm, “Sexuality and 
Holiness,” 378 note 8 and N. Koltun-Fromm, “Yokes of the Holy-Ones,” 213. 
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not think so. Aphrahat does not wholly ignore the women in his larger au-
dience. He notes examples of the female sages of the Hebrew scriptures, 
and he mentions the female ascetics of his community occasionally. He re-
fers to women sporadically in a slightly positive light; these are primarily 
examples of women from the scriptures, mentioned in a cursory manner 
without any in-depth analysis of female soteriology. Women can be sages by 
bringing peace to those around them. In Dem. 14:11, Aphrahat cites various 
Hebrew scriptural examples of wise women. For example, the Teqo woman 
reconciling Absalom and David, Deborah, Yael, the wife of Heber; and 
finally Rebecca.338 In general, women are passed over in his works. The 
most extensive discussion of women is in Dem. 6:2–5, written likely eight 
years earlier than Dem. Fourteen,339 where Aphrahat tells in great detail 
about all the instances in the scriptures when women were the downfall of 
holy men. As he writes:  

Therefore, brothers, we know and have seen that from the beginning it 
was through a woman that the Enemy had an access to men and until 
the end he will accomplish this. For she is the weapon of Satan, and 
through her he fights against the athletes. […] For because of her, the 
curse of the Law was established, and it was because of her there was 
the promise of death. For in pain she bears sons and delivers [them] to 
death. […] So now, by the coming of the child of the blessed Mary, […] 
paradise is promised to the blessed and the virgins and the holy ones.340 

                                                 
338 D 14:11 (PS I/596). The scriptural references are: 2 Sam 14:1–24 and 

20:16–20; Judges 4:17–21 and 20:20, and Gen 27:43–46. 
339 A. Lehto suggests that Aphrahat is more positively disposed towards 

women in Demonstration 14 than in Demonstration 6 possibly because “certain 
women were performing these roles in Aphrahat’s community in a way that caught 
his attention in the time period between the writing of the two Demonstrations.” This 
is a speculation on Lehto’s part, but it is an interesting and compelling thought. 
Lehto, “Women in Aphrahat,” paragraph 11. 

340 D 6:6 (PS I/265.3–8, 10–13, 15–16, 20–21)  
åÌàÓâ̱ܐ ܐçÙÏ ܕçîÊØ ܘçØÎÏ ܕçâ ܒÙüûܐ ܒÊÙ ܐÿåܬܐ ܗܘܐ æàïâ Ìßܐ  ܼ ̈

äàýâ Ìܐ ܒÿØûÏܐĆß ܐĆâÊîܐ ܘýæÙæܒ áî ܒܒܐÊàïܒß̈ . ûÙܓ ÌæØܙ
ÿàÓâܗ ܓûÙ . (...) ̈ܘܒܐÊØܗ ûùâܒ øÍßܒá ܐܬÓÙßܐ: ܐÌØÿØ ܕæÓèܐ

: ܘÿàÓâܗ ܗܘܐ æÝßÍâܐ Íãßܬܐ: ܐܬܬÿÒÍß ÿãÙèܐ ܕèÍãåܐ
̈ܒÝܐܒܐ ܓÊàØ ûÙܐ ܒÙæܐ ܘĆãàýâܐ Íãßܬܐ ̈(...) .áÙÝâ ܗÿØܐܬĆãܒ  

 äØûâ ܐÿÙæܒÍÒܗ ܕÊàØܐ (...) ܕĆßܘÿܒßܐ ܘæܒÍÓß ÞÙàâ ܐéØܕûñ̈ܘ ̈

 :̈ܘýØÊøܐ
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This is less than encouraging concerning women becoming temples of God 
since they are the “weapon of Satan” against the male ascetic. The parallel 
of Eve and Mary is prominent in the passage: Eve brought the Law, painful 
childbirth, and death which is overcome by Mary’s Son. Furthermore, Eve 
was the one who first allowed Satan to conquer Adam; then, through Mary, 
Jesus is ultimately able to conquer Satan. Aphrahat is writing particularly to 
his male ascetic audience, the spiritual athletes for whom women are a 
temptation and problem. If one wishes to stretch interpreting this passage, 
then a far less probable interpretation is that Aphrahat thinks that women 
must become men to enter heaven. Because it is the men who will enter 
paradise, Aphrahat uses the male terms for blessed, virgins, and holy ones, 
not female.341 The idea of women becoming men to be saved is a fairly 
common sentiment from his era; androgyny was deemed necessary for fe-
male sanctification.342 Another possible interpretation is impossible to 

                                                                                                             
See also D 18:9 (PS I/837). Women also bring nothing but grief to those men 

who give up their virginity for them. There are very few references to Mary called 
“the mother of the great prophet” in D 14:33 (PS I/657), or “Blessed Mary who 
bore Him” D 6:10 (PS I/281); and in D 3:14 (PS I/132) and D 21:10 (PS I/960). 
Mary is cited within passages where Aphrahat discusses the role of Gabriel as one 
who takes prayer up to heaven. In D 9:5, Mary is an example of humility because 
she conceived Jesus through her humility. If one agrees with A. Lehto’s assessment 
of Mary and her importance as a counterpoint to Eve in Aphrahat’s work, then 
Mary has an important role in salvation history. Lehto, “Women in Aphrahat,” 
paragraph 8. 

341 The terms are: the blessed ܐæܒÍÒ̈  (tubnē), the virgins ܘÿܐ̈ܒĆß  (btulē), and 
the holy ones ܐýØÊø̈  (qaddishē). 

342 The idea of female followers having to act or become like males is found in 
the Acts of Paul and Thecla, where Thecla “sewed her mantle into a cloak after the 
fashion of men,” to follow Paul. Acts of Paul, c.40. Wilhelm Schneemelcher, “Acts 
of Paul,” in New Testament Apocrypha Vol. 2, ed. Wilhelm Schneemelcher, trans. 
Robert McLachlan Wilson (London: James Clarke & Co, 1992; reprint Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2003), 246. The androgyn motif may come from a possible inter-
pretation of Paul’s letter to the Galatians 3:28. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one 
in Christ Jesus.”  

Logion 114 of the Gospel of Thomas also has the androgyn motif clearly stated: 
“Simon Peter said to them, ‘Let Mary leave us, for women are not worthy of life.’ 
Jesus said: ‘I myself shall lead her in order to make her male, so that she too may 
become a living spirit resembling you males. For every woman who will make her-
self male will enter the kingdom of heaven.’” Koester, “The Gospel of Thomas 
(II,2),” 138. 
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prove, but may be most compassionate to Aphrahat himself; he does not 
address whether or not women may become temples of God because he is 
primarily concerned about his own companions, all of whom are probably 
male. So holy women are not unknown to Aphrahat, but they are not center 
stage, nor maybe even in the theatre. Aphrahat’s lack of literary interest in 
women stands in stark contrast to his contemporary Ephrem the Syrian. 

In the area of writing about women and the holy life, Ephrem trumps 
Aphrahat in almost every way. A key difference between Aphrahat’s and 
Ephrem’s various uses for the term “temple” is that the latter applies the 
term to Mary, the mother of God. Aphrahat has very little to say about 
Mary and he never uses the temple symbolism in reference to her. Ephrem 
writes in the Hymn on the Nativity, no. 17 describing Mary and Jesus: 
“Blessed is she, You are in her heart and mind. She is a royal palace,343 be-
cause of You, the King’s Son. She is the holy of holies for You, the High 
Priest.”344 Mary’s title of palace, or temple, is dependent upon her relation-
ship with Jesus who makes her the temple. The liturgical imagery of Mary as 
the holy place and Jesus as the high priest fills out the palace imagery since 
hayklā can mean both palace and temple. Ephrem has great sympathy and 
regard for Mary and for women in general, while Aphrahat seems to view 
women primarily as a threat to the purity of his male ascetics. 

In regard to women being temples, Ephrem has a unique use of this 
image: he uses the term “temples” solely to refer to female virgin ascetics, 
never to males. In his Hymn on the Epiphany, XI, Ephrem writes:  

                                                                                                             
There are further examples of females becoming like men and even surpassing 

gender distinction in the sayings of the Egyptian Desert Fathers. S. Elm argues that 
the transformation of holy women into holy men is beyond a temporary vision 
transformation or even an analogy but becomes a physical reality for those women 
who fight with demons and suffer in the desert. These women become ‘fathers’ 
and ‘athletes’ of the desert. See Susanna Elm, ‘Virgins of God’ The Making of Asceti-
cism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 269. 

343 Syr. ܬûÙܒ birt. 
344 Hymn on the Nativity, 17.5. Edmund Beck, ed., Hymnen de Nativitate 

(Epiphiania): Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers CSCO#186 vol. 82. (Louvain: Secrétariat 
du CorpusSCO, 1959), 88. See Sebastian P. Brock, Bride of Light, Moran ‘Etho (Kot-
tayam, India: SEERI, 1994), 25. 

Ìܒàܒ ÿåܐ ܕܐÊØܐĆß ÌÙܒÍÒ̇ ̇ ÌæÙîûܐ  ܿܒÝàâ ûܒ Þܐ ܗܝ ܒÝàâ ܬûÙ̇ܒ ܼ̇
  ̈ܘÊøܘܫ Íøܕüܐ Þß ܪܒ ăâÍÜܐ 
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Give praise, O daughter, that the perfecting of your temples and sons 
has increased. See now, rejoice that your temples are renewed through 
worship and your sons are renewed through anointing.345 

Throughout his Hymns on Virginity, Ephrem uses the term temple for the 
female virgins.346 This use may well stem from the idea that Mary was the 
temple for Christ, so too the female virginal followers of Christ are the 
temples. The male followers are acknowledged, but they are usually called 
something other than “virgins” or “temples.” 

Ephrem and Aphrahat share a common language, ancestry, and faith; 
however, they differ on the topic of women in the church. Ephrem is the 
poet who extols Mary as the temple for the Christ, Aphrahat is mute on the 
subject. Ephrem even goes so far as to call female ascetics temples, Aphra-
hat never extends such a courtesy to the bnat qyama, or female covenanters, 
in his writings. Aphrahat’s primary concern is the male Covenanter, not his 
female equivalent. There are also two other categories of ascetics that 
Aphrahat discusses: the first are the virgins (btulē), and the second are the 
holy ones (qaddishē).  

THE VIRGINS (BTULĒ) 
The virgins are the most easily defined of Aphrahat’s celibate community 
groups. They are the ultimate celibates. Aphrahat proclaims that: “Whoever 
desires virginity, let him resemble Elijah.”347 The virgins are a sub group 
within the larger group of the singles. They are complements to the holy 
ones—married people who are now celibate.348 The issue of virginity is so 
important for Aphrahat that he writes a whole Demonstration dealing with 
its polemical ramifications. Dem. Eighteen, entitled “Against the Jews and 

                                                 
345 Hymn for Epiphany, 11.1 Beck, Hymnen de Nativitate (Epiphiania), 183. 

̈ܐܘܕܝ ܒûܬܐ ܕÌÙàßÍÜ Íòî ܕܗÚÝÙàÝØ ܘܒçØÊÏ ÚÝÙæ ܕܗܐ ÍÏܕܬܐ  ̇ ̈ ̈ ̇

̈ܕܗÚÝÙàÝØ ܒÿýãüÿܐ ÍÏܕܬܐ ßܒÚÝÙæ ܒÍÐÙýãܬܐ ̈ 
346 See Hymn on Virginity, 24.1 and 25.10–11. Beck, de Virginitate, 84, 91. See 

also Louis Leloir, “La Pensée Monastique d’Éphrem et Martyrius,” Symposium Syria-
cum 1972, OCA 197, 105–134 (Rome: Pontificio Instituto Orientale, 1974), 105–
134. 

347 D 6:1 (PS I/253.9–10) â̇ç äÏܬܐ ܕܪÍßܘÿܐ ܒĆâܕÿå ܐÙßܐĆß.  
For Elijah in the Demonstrations, see page 183. 
348 See Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 69–84, and 103–105 and S. 

AbouZayd, “Virginity in Aphrahat,” Symposium Syriacum V, 1988, OCA vol. 236, ed. 
René Lavenant (Rome: Pont. Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1990), 123–133.  
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on Virginity and Holiness” defends the Christian faith against accusations 
from Jewish opponents.349 Virginity and holiness are indivisible for the 
Sage.  

Aphrahat’s thesis is that virginity is better than any other state of hu-
man existence, and he defends his position with various scriptural proof 
texts from both the Hebrew scriptures and the Gospels. Noah is one of the 
many exemplars mentioned by Aphrahat to illustrate the importance of vir-
ginity. Noah as the paradigm of fidelity to God became a typically Christian 
statement. N. K. Fromm suggests that: “For Aphrahat, it is virginity, not 
faith, that appears as the real criterion for Noah’s righteousness.”350 Aphra-
hat also argues that Moses, Joshua, Elijah, and Adam before Eve’s creation 
are all models for his audiences’ lives.351 Mentions of virgins and virginity 
are scattered throughout his works; for the most part the terms are simple 
descriptions of the chaste ascetics both in Aphrahat’s community and in 
scriptures.352 

One of the more popular scriptural proof texts for virginity is the par-
able of the wise virgins, Matt 25:13 and parallels. Some scholars who have 
studied the treatment of this parable within Syriac Christian literature have 
noted a clear similarity between Aphrahat and Ephrem. K. Valavanolickal 
even suggests that there may be a direct borrowing between the two au-
thors.353 The last sentence of the wise virgins parable is key: Matt 25:13 

                                                 
̈ܬÿØÍÏܐ ܕøÍßܒÌØ áܘܕØܐ ܘáî ܒÿܘÍßܬܐ ܘÍýØÊøܬܐ 349

̱  
 D 18 is available in English translation in Neusner’s work, Neusner, Aphrahat 

and Judaism, 76–96. 
350 Naomi Koltun-Fromm, “Aphrahat and the Rabbis on Noah’s Righteous-

ness in Light of the Jewish-Christian Polemic,” in The Book of Genesis in Jewish and 
Oriental Christian Interpretation, eds. Judith Frishman and Lucas Van Rompay (Lou-
vain: E. J. Peeters., 1997), 59. Cf. D 18:2–3 (PS I/819–824). Noah, in Aphrahat’s 
understanding, was 500 years old before he had his children. So Noah remained 
celibate for 500 years in order to not have children who were corrupted by the evil 
generation—see Gen 5:32 ff. 

351 Cf. D 18:7–8 (PS I/832, 833, 837) 
 ,btulātā, the virgins is found in D 6:4, 6, 7 (PS I/261.5, 269.7 ܒÿ̈ܘÿßܐ 352

272.1–18); D 7:20 (PS I/345.10); D 8:21–22 (PS I/401.6–23); D 10:6 (PS 
I/457.14); D 14:16, 37, 47 (PS I/613.6–18, 677.2, 717.22); D 22:7 (PS I/1004.20). 
 :btulutā or virginity is found in Demonstrations other than D 18 as follows ܒÿܘÍßܬܐ
D 1:4 (PS I/12:15); D 6:1, 5, 19, 20 (PS I/253.10, 264.24, 309.22, 312.8); D 7:20 
(PS I/345.9); D 22:25 (PS I/1044.2–3). 

353 Kuriakose A. Valavanolickal, The use of the Gospel parables in the writings of 
Aphrahat and Ephrem (Frankfurt an Main; New York: P. Lang, 1996), 353. He sug-
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“Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour.” From this 
passage it is a rather simple leap to relate the wise virgins to the holy angelic 
watchers. Therefore, if one wishes to follow Christ, one should be virginal, 
ever vigilant, and watchful, following the example of the angels.  

Aphrahat often tells his audience to follow the vita angelica for salva-
tion. The two different terms for the heavenly ministers at the Lord’s 
throne who function as examples for humans are: angels (ܐÜܐĆàâ̈  malākē) 
and watchers (ܐăÙîa cirē).354 Aphrahat uses the terms interchangeably with 
no marked difference between the terms concerning characteristics or roles 
of these heavenly beings. The only difference between the two terms is the 
frequency of use: watchers or heavenly watchers occurs a total of thirteen 
times, angels occurs approximately thirty-six times. Both terms happen 
most frequently in direct quotations from the scriptures.  

Some pertinent instances from the various references to angels are 
Dem. 20:11, Dem. 2:20, and Dem. 6:1. In Dem. 20:11, Aphrahat weaves to-
gether John 1:51 and 20:13, Matt 4:11 and 26:53, and Luke 2:14, within a 
very short space to explain the passage about Lazarus and the rich man. 
The angels’ responsibilities are wide ranging, from those who carry Lazarus 
into the bosom of Abraham (meaning heaven), to those who declare the 
resurrection of Jesus to Mary, serve Jesus, glorify him at his birth, announce 
his birth to Mary, and finally are present when the Son of Man will come 
again. Following Matt 18:10, Aphrahat writes in Dem. 2:20 that: “He said 
and declared about the little ones, that no one should despise them because 
their angels355 are always seen by the Father who is in heaven.”356 The an-
                                                                                                             
gests that this parable may be a common exegetical topi or it may be fairly clear 
borrowing. Ephrem’s texts are Hymn on the Resurrection XLVI:37:41 and Hymn on the 
Nativity 21:4. See also Pieter J. Botha, “A comparison between Aphrahat and 
Ephrem on the subject of Passover,” Acta Patristica et Byzantina, 3 (1992): 46–62. 

354 Aphrahat uses the term angels (ܐÜܐĆàâ̈  malākē) in the following: D 2:20 
(PS I/93:20–23), D 6:1 (PS I/248.25–26), D 8:16 (PS I/392.21), D 20:9–11 (PS 
I/908.6–912.12), D 20:17 (PS I/924–925), D 22:13 (PS I/1016.27), D 22:15–16 (PS 
I/1024–1025), and D 23:4 (PS II/13.25).  

The term watchers (ܐăÙî cirē) occurs in: D 5:3 (PS I/188.13), D 5:22 (PS 
I/228.8–22), D 6:5 (PS I/264.7–8), D 6:6 (PS I/268.12–13), D 6:6 (PS I/268.26–
269.1), D 6:14 (PS I/296.18–19), D 6:19 (PS I/309.21–24), D 14:31 (PS I/653.7–
11), D 14:35 (PS I/664.2–3), and D 18:12 (PS I/841.25). 

355 Syr. ܘܢÌÙÜܐĆàâ̈  malākāyhon. 
356 D 2:20 (PS I/93:20–23) 

̈ܕĆàâܐÌÙÜܘܢ ܒÎàÝܒç : ̱ܕܐĆß þåܐ åܒéܐ ܒÌܘܢ: ܼܘܐûâ ܘÍÏܝ áî ܙÍîܪ̈ܐ
           .Ćß çØÎÏܐܒܐ ܕܒÙãýܐ
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gels function both as continual worshippers of God the Father and as juve-
nile welfare officers about the people who may be mistreating children. In 
Dem. 6:1, the ascetics are directly exhorted to imitate the angels: “Whoever 
partakes in the likeness of angels, let him become a stranger to men.”357 The 
angels or heavenly messengers are to be life examples for those who wish to 
follow this path of asceticism and celibacy.  

The second term Aphrahat uses for angels is “watchers” (ܐăÙî cirē). 
The term watchers is also found in Daniel 4:13, Gen 6:1–4, and in the Sec-
ond Temple text expansions of Genesis and 1 Enoch 15.358 Aphrahat’s use 
of the term suggests that he may have been familiar with these texts or at 
least with their terminology from the biblical texts.359 The most frequent 
use of “watcher” or “heavenly watcher” is in allusions to the Hebrew scrip-
tures where angels have a prominent role. Aphrahat uses both watcher and 
angel interchangeably when referring to 1 Kings 19:15–35, the story of 
Hezekiah’s prayer causing the death of 185,000 people. The heavenly beings 
who do the killing are called angels (malakē) in Dem. 4:8 (PS I/153.10); the 
beings are called watchers (cirē) in Dem. 5:3 (PS I/188.13) describing the 
same story. The term watcher also refers to those who serve the heavenly 
throne and in descriptions of the end times.360 

The celibate followers of Christ are described as “watchers” as well. 
The watchers are characterized as spiritual, heavenly, and virginal; so too 
should the individuals within the community strive to be. As Aphrahat de-
clares in Dem. 6:19: “In writing this, I have reminded myself and you, my 
friend. Therefore love virginity, the heavenly portion, the communion of 

                                                 
357 D 6:1 (PS I/248.25–26) See above, page 96. 
358 For a discussion of Noah and the Watchers, see John C. Endres, “Prayer of 

Noah: Jubilees 10:3–6,” in Prayer from Alexander to Constantine: A Critical Anthology, 
ed. Mark Kiley (London: Routledge, 1997), 53–58. 

359 Alexander Golitzin, “The Place of the Presence of God,” 400. 
360 D 6:6 (PS I/268.12–13) “The heavenly Watchers will rush, and the throne 

shall be set for right judgement.” 
çÙÒܐ ܪܗÙãü ܝăÙîܘ :÷Øܐ ܬܪæØÊß ܐÙèܪÍÜܘ. 

D 6:14 (PS I/296.18–19) “When the Watchers have opened the doors of heaven 
before the king…” 

  ̇ܘĆâܐ ܕăÙî ÍÏÿñܐ ܬܪî̈ܐ ܕÙãüܐ Êøܡ Ýàâܐ
D 14:35 (PS I/664.2–3) “The Watchers hasten to serve [the sage] and the Seraphs 
cry ‘holy’ to his glory.” For the Syriac of this quotation see page 140. 
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the heavenly Watchers, there is nothing that compares to it.”361 Being as the 
angels and virginal is the best way of living and following Christ. Aphrahat 
further suggests that because they are followers of Christ, they will be able 
to be companions with the heavenly watchers, and the angels will even be-
come their personal servants. 

And those who are made partakers with him, and do works of 
reconciliation and peace, become his brothers and sons of God. They 
inherit the Kingdom, they minister, and they are ministered to by the 
heavenly Watchers.362  

He makes his position on celibacy very clear with his advice to the Coven-
anters: “For those who do not take wives will be ministered to by the heav-
enly Watchers.”363 One of Aphrahat’s interests in the angels is that they are 
virginal. This dovetails with one of his many polemical agendas: that is, that 
virginity is the ideal state of being. 

MARRIAGE AND VIRGINITY 
Aphrahat’s declaration concerning virginity and marriage succinctly summa-
rizes the situation as he sees it: “The Son created marriage, worldly procrea-
tion, and it is very good (Gen. 1:31); however, virginity is more excel-
lent.”364 Paul’s position on the matter of marriage and celibacy as articulated 
in 1 Corinthians 7:8–9 is the norm from which Aphrahat works. Despite 
this fairly obvious biblical basis for Aphrahat’s position on the matter, the 
apparent tension within his texts between married and virginal life has 
vexed some scholars.365 A. Vööbus suggests that Aphrahat is witness to 

                                                 
361 D 6:19 (PS I/309.21–24) 

ÚܒÙܒÏ Þß ܘܐܦ Úýòæß ܕܬÌî ÿܒÿÜ çÙß̱ܗ áÙÝâ ܪäÏ ܒÿܘÍßܬܐ . ̇
  .̇ܕÿÙßÌß äÐñ ܓÊâ ûÙܡ . ÿæâܐ ÿÙæÙãüܐ ÍÓÙàÏܬܐ ܕăÙîܝ Ùãüܐ

362 D 14:31 (PS I/653.7–11) 
̈ܘܐçÙàØ ܕÿýâܘܬÌãî çÙñ ܘîܒæÙü çØÊܐ ܘĆãàüܐ ܐÏܐ ܗܘÌß çØ ܘܒÙæܐ  ̈

 ܼܘçÙýãýâ ܘăÙî çâ çÙýâÿýâܝ Ùãüܐ: ܘûØܬÍÝàâ çØܬܐ: ܕܐÌßܐ
363 D 6:6 (PS I/268.26–269.1) 

   . ăÙî çâܼçÙýâÿýâܝ Ùãüܐ: ̈ܐçÙàØ ܓûÙ ܕĆßܐ éåܒýå çÙܐ
364 D 18:8 (PS I/837.9–11) 

ܘÿÙâܪܐ Ìæâ : ܘܒûܐ ÍüܬÍñܬܐ ÊßÍâܐ ܕĆãàîܐ ܘûÙòü ÃÒܐ
  ܒÿܘÍßܬܐ܀

365 Cf. Koltun-Fromm, “Sexuality and Holiness,” 385–387; Murray, “The Ex-
hortation to Candidates for Ascetical Vows,” 21–79; Murray, “The Features of the 
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some archaic concept of the Syriac church that held: “Virginity would be 
normal for Christians.”366 If this was not actually the case within Aphrahat’s 
community, it was at least the standard to which Aphrahat wished all would 
strive. In my opinion, Vööbus rather overstates the virginity issue in saying 
that:  

All the available sources are unanimous in their testimony that the 
fundamental conception around which the Christian belief centered was 
the doctrine that the Christian life is unthinkable outside the bounds of 
virginity.367  

Vööbus then focuses upon what he characterizes as Aphrahat’s: “estimate 
of marriage and its totally negative character.”368  

Marriage as “distracting” from God is certainly one of Aphrahat’s 
opinions, but it must be balanced with his other statements about marriage. 
When one takes into account Aphrahat’s own statement about marriage 
being good, his declared audience (predominantly ascetics), and his own 
polemical goals (refuting his Jewish antagonist) it is hardly convincing that, 
according to Aphrahat, the only way to live a Christian life is through vir-
ginity. Vööbus’ position sounds hauntingly similar to a much earlier state-
ment by F. C. Burkitt who concludes that there is no reference to the sac-
ramental ceremony of marriage, and therefore: “We cannot doubt that he 
[Aphrahat] would have regarded such a ceremony [as marriage] with hor-
ror.”369 Such a characterization is inaccurate and disingenuous. Aphrahat 
had certain goals of pedagogy to fulfill with his texts, and he also had a cer-
tain purpose in mind—training his ascetics to be better followers of Christ. 
The married laity were not a primary concern for Aphrahat, but he did not 
think that marriage was evil. It is apparent that Aphrahat’s principal concern 
is for his celibate audience; however, he writes about married Christians: 

God forbid that we should attribute any fault to marriage which God 
has given to the world, because thus it is written, “God saw all that he 
had made, and it was very good.”370 However, there are some things 

                                                                                                             
Earliest Christian Asceticism,” 63–78, and Neusner, “Aphrahat on Celibacy,” 117–
129. 

366 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 175. 
367 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 69. 
368 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 3, 21 is quoting D 18:10 (PS I/840). 
369 Burkitt, Early Christianity Outside the Roman Empire, 53–54. 
370 Gen 1:31. 
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which are more excellent than others. God created heaven and earth, 
and they are very good, and heaven is more excellent than the earth.371 

Aphrahat does not suggest that marriage is the ideal state for Christians, but 
neither is it abhorrent to God.372 Marriage imagery describes the virgin’s 
state at baptism. The person is engaged to Christ the Bridegroom, and the 
marriage will be celebrated at the end times.373 Aphrahat’s view of marriage 
is far from negative; everyone is or will get married in the end. The virgins 
and singles will be married to Christ, to be celebrated at the heavenly wed-
ding feast; and the other Christians are married to partners here on earth 
and then later can be married to Christ. 

Aphrahat’s wholly negative injunctions against marriage are limited to 
those who may be classified as participating in “spiritual marriages.” This is 
a type of marriage whereby two continent people of the opposite sex 
choose to or continue to reside together. This is a possible threat to their 
respective vows of celibacy. Aphrahat takes the Pauline position in Dem. 6:4 
that it is better to marry openly than break the vow of chastity.  

                                                 
371 D 18:8 (PS I/836.20–27) 

Íü áî̱ܬÍñܬܐ ܕÌØܒ ܐÌßܐ ܒĆãàïܐ Ćß çß êÏܐ ܗܘܐ Êâܡ ÙßÊîܐ  ̱
çæÙãÙè :ÃØÿÜ ܐæÜܕܗ áÓâ :ûÙòü ÃÒ ܘܗܐ Êܒîܕ áÜ ܐÌßܐ ܐÎÏܕ .

ܼܒûܡ ܕçØ ܐÿØ ܨܒÍܬܐ ܕÿÙâܪ̈ܢ ÊÏܐ ÊÏ çâܐ
ܒûܐ ܐÌßܐ Ùãüܐ . ̈
çØûÙòü ÃÒܐ ܘîܐ: ܘܐܪîܐܪ çâ ܐÙãü çØܪÿÙâܼܘ. 

372 The term for marriage (ܬܐÍñܬÍü shawtāputā) is used ten times in the 
Demonstrations. It is used seven times in Demonstration 18 “On Virginity and Sanc-
tity.” The citations are as follows: D 18:2 (PS I/821.5) the descendants of Noah 
corrupt the nature of marriage and thus get flooded, D 18:4 (PS I/825.10–13) and 
D 18:5 (PS I/829.8). Moses does not fulfill the duties of marriage and thus can 
serve God, D 18:6 (PS I/832.1). The priests of Aaron could only marry a virgin and 
not a widow, divorcee, or prostitute, D 18:6 (PS I/836.20). Joshua was celibate and 
did not have a wife, D 18:8 (PS I/837.9). The term is also used in D 5:10 (PS 
I/205.10) about Daniel 4 and Isaiah 23 where the children of Shem and Japhet had 
a “confederacy.” It is also used in D 11:9 (PS I/489.25) for the “alliance” of the 
Midianites and the children of Ishmael to fight against Israel. 

373 See further discussion about the Sons of the Covenant as betrothed to 
Christ in D 9:4 (PS I/ 414.23–416.6). Cf. Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, xxv and 
Geo Widengren, “Réflexions sur le baptême dans la chrétienté syriaque,” chap. in 
Mélanges M. Simon: Paganisme, Judaïsme, Christianisme (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1978), 
347–357. 
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Therefore, brothers, if any man who is a son of the covenant374 or a 
holy one,375 who loves singleness,376 but wishes that a woman, a daugh-
ter of the covenant377 like himself, should live with him, it would be 
[more] appropriate for him to take a wife publicly and not be ravished 
by lust.378  

Rabbula, a Syrian Bishop of the fifth century, also legislates against these 
spiritual marriages.379 We can infer that spiritual marriages were a fairly 
common occurrence and very threatening to the community, since fully a 
century after Aphrahat’s time, a bishop was still trying to correct the same 
problem.380 Aphrahat advises the neophyte celibates that it is better to 
marry now than to sin later. In Dem. Seven, he interprets the Gideon war-
rior passage (Judges 7:2–8) in terms of spiritual battle and the possibility of 
an ascetic falling from the wounds of sin. 

So, for this reason it is suitable for the trumpet blowers, the preachers 
of the Church, to call out to them and caution them all on the covenant 
of God before baptism, those who have devoted themselves to virgin-
ity381 and holiness,382 the young men and virgins and holy ones, and let 
the preachers caution them and say to them: “He whose heart is set on 

                                                 
374 Syr. ܐĆãÙø qyāmā. 
375 Syr. ܐýØÊø qaddishā. 
376 Syr. ܬܐÍØÊÙÐØ ihidayutā. 
377 Syr. ܐĆãÙø ܬûܒ bart qyāmā. 
378 D 6:4 (PS I/260.13–17)  

áÓâ̈ ܗåܐ ܐáÜ ÚÏ ܓܒûܐ ܒĆãÙø ûܐ ܐܘ ýØÊøܐ ܕܪÍØÊÙÐØ äÏܬܐ 
Ìãî ûãîܬܗ ܬÍÜܐ ܕܐĆãÙø ܬûܬܐ ܒÿå̱ܘܨܒܐ ܕܐ : Ìß Ñùñ ܐæÜܗ

  .̱ܕܐÿåܬܐ Ãéå ܓÙàܐÿØ ܘĆßܐ ÿýåܪܚ ܒûܓÿܐ
379 Rabbula’s canon #28 “They shall anathematize, bind and send to the town 

for judgment the layman who dares to take a bart qeiama (as a wife); if she, too, be-
came corrupted by her consent, they shall send her, too.” Vööbus, Syriac and Arabic 
Documents, 43. 

380 The Syrian fathers are not the only Christian leaders who were fighting 
against “spiritual marriages,” it is a common pastoral problem addressed by many 
different church leaders in the early church including Jerome and John Chry-
sostom. See Elm, ‘Virgins of God,’ 47–51, and Antoine Guillaumont, “Le Nom des 
‘Agapètes,’” VC 23 (1969): 30–37. 

381 Syr. ܬܐÍßܘÿܒ btulutā 
382 Syr. ܬܐÍýØÊø qaddishutā. 
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the state of marriage, let him marry before baptism, that he not fall in 
the struggle383 and be killed.”384  

It is disastrous for the person and the community when an ascetic is no 
longer celibate and breaks the pledge of dedication to God. It is better for 
the person to openly marry; then, after having a family, there is still the op-
tion of continence later in life. Aphrahat’s pastoral concern is to exhort 
constant celibacy amongst his Covenanters and virgins. He also speaks of 
another group of ascetics, those who were once married to each other, but 
are now married to God.  

And what of the rest of Christendom? Are those who are married 
doomed to eternal damnation? Aphrahat never writes this. He maintains 
that marriage is a good and honorable thing; although, virginity is better. 
Aphrahat’s concern is not for the married laity who are working in the 
world, but rather for his community of ascetics who had questions about 
the faith and later were being persecuted. As R. Murray remarks “Aphrahat 
is an ascetic writing for ascetics [...]”385 But those who are married do have 
hope for becoming temples of God. These married people, the holy ones, 
may choose to reject their earthly spouses and join with the Heavenly 
Spouse, Jesus Christ. 

THE HOLY ONES (QADDISHĒ) 
The ܐýØÊø̈  qaddishē or the holy ones are the complement to the btulē or 
“virgins” who are celibate from birth.386 One might characterize the holy 
ones as the “born-again virgins” as opposed to the “continual” virgins. 
Qaddishē is the technical term for the married but continent members of the 

                                                 
383 Syr. ܐܐåÍܐܓ agonā. For a discussion of this term, see page 78. 
384 D 7:20 (PS I/345.6–14) 

ܕûùåܘܢ ܘÎåܗܪܘܢ : åÌàÓâ̱ܐ ܗæÜܐ Øܐܐ ÿåăø ÚØăùßܐ ăÜܘܙܐ ܕÊîܬܐ
ÌãÙø ÌàÝßܼ ܕܐÌßܐ Êø çâܡ ÍãïâܕÿØܐ ĆßܐçÙàØ ܕܐܓܒÌýòå ÍÙܘܢ 

̈ܓÊܘܕܐ ܘܒÿܘÿßܐ ܘýØÊøܐ ܘÎåܗܪܘܢ ܐÍåܢ : ܘÍýØÊùßܬܐ ßܒÿܘÍßܬܐ ̈ ̈

Üܘܢûâܐåܘܙܐ ܘă : ܡÊø çâ ܘܬܦÿýå ܬܐÍñܬÍüܐ ܕæÙÝß äÙè Ìܒßܕ çâܼܕ ̇

áÓøÿåܐ ܘåÍܓØܒܐ áòå ܐĆãßܐ ܕÿØܕÍãïâ:  
385 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 202. 
386 For a précis of the connection between the holy ones and the virgins, see 

Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 72.  
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community, those who dedicate themselves to Christ fully after fulfilling 
familial duties.387  

Aphrahat presents Moses as an example of an abstinent married per-
son. The concept of married abstinence is based on Exodus 19:10–15 when 
Moses must avoid his wife in order to sanctify the people. Because of 
Moses’ abstinence, he is able to see God and be purified.388 When a man is 
to enter into the place of God’s presence, he should not approach a 
woman. Purity for the minister of the tabernacle or temple, including sexual 
purity, prior to entrance within the sacred place is essential.389 Dem.18:4–6 is 
a long discussion of Moses’ blessing and power coming from his staying 
away (in every sense) from his wife. Aphrahat states in no uncertain terms: 
“because if he [Moses] had performed the duties of marriage, he would not 
have been able to perform [the duties] of his Master’s majesty.”390 Aphrahat 
then parallels Moses’ situation with that of Israel, who could not hear the 
word of God until they had purified themselves for three days. In Dem. Six, 
Aphrahat explains the command of Moses: “And also, he commanded the 
priests, that at the time of their ministry they should continue in holiness 

                                                 
387 N. Koltun-Fromm examines how qaddishē functions on a more broad level 

in comparison with Rabbinic thought. She refutes the use of the term as merely a 
terminus technicus by those scholars who do not consider the full sense of the scrip-
tural precedents. Naomi Koltun-Fromm, “Qaddishutha and Celibacy Between Purity 
and Holiness in Early Syriac Literature,” read at the North American Syriac Sympo-
sium IV, Princeton, N.J. July 9–12, 2003. See also Naomi Koltun-Fromm, “Sexual-
ity and Holiness,” 375–395.  

Along similar lines of inquiry, B. Visotzky notes that in the Leviticus Rabba 
24:6 there is a pericope which suggests a more technical use of qaddishā “Why is the 
section about forbidden sexual unions juxtaposed with the holiness lection (parashat 
qedoshim)? To teach you that wherever you fence in sexual impropriety, there you 
find holiness. This is according to the teaching of R. Yehuda b. Pazi who said, 
Whoever guards himself against sexual impropriety is to be called holy (qadosh).” 
Burton L. Visotzky, “Three Syriac Cruxes,” JJS 42 (1991): 174. 

388 Brock, “Jewish Traditions,” 217. 
389 In some Eastern Orthodox seminaries, it is still taught that a priest should 

refrain from sexual relations with his wife before serving the liturgy.  
390 D 18:4 (PS I/825.13–15)  

Ćß̱ܐ ÑÝýâ ܗܘܐ ܕþãýå ܪܒÍܬܐ : áÓâ̱ ܕܐÍü ÍßܬÍñܬܐ þãýâ ܗܘܐ
  .ܕûâܗ
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[qaddishutā], and should not have intercourse with their wives.”391 Moses is 
the greatest example of a qaddishā, although he was not a permanent one; he 
only avoided his wife when he had to approach the meeting place of God. 
Aphrahat wishes that his continent ascetics would follow the path of holi-
ness permanently. 

Celibacy and sexual purity are integrally connected with the ability to 
communicate with God. As A. Vööbus explains, “The qaddišê are a distinct 
group of believers who did not bring natural virginity to the Christian life 
but abandoned married life and started to observe sexual purity as holiness 
required by the Kergyma.”392 A married person can become a temple of 
God, as long as that person becomes single, continent, and righteous. 
Aphrahat proclaims: “Let us be unceasing in his ministry, that he may make 
us to minister in the tabernacle of the holy ones [qaddishē]. Let us pray his 
prayer in purity, that it may enter into the presence of the Lord of Maj-
esty.”393 The reward for being in God’s service is to be able to continue 
serving in the “abode of the saints.” According to R. Murray, “The highest 
charism of [the Christian] life is sexual abstinence, holiness or consecration 
called ‘qaddîšûtâ’”394 So, if one does not have the blessing of virginity, all is 
not lost; one may still become a “holy” person through continence, which 
then brings the blessing of righteousness. 

This distinct group of ascetics brings a certain inclusivity to Aphrahat’s 
texts that is not always highlighted. If a person is married, there is still hope 
for perfection and becoming a temple of God. The married person must 
choose, together with his mate, to become celibate. Abstinence from sex is 
no small matter; sexual purity is a pre-requisite for renewal and the indwell-
ing of the Spirit. The result of the abstinence is being able to see and hear 
God.  

As we have seen, part of the discipline that is necessary for becoming a 
temple is celibacy. Aphrahat employs many different terms and distinctions 
describing the celibates in Aphrahat’s community. The singles (ihidayē) is the 
most general term for these ascetics. They are single minded in following the 
                                                 

391 D 6:5 (PS I/261.26–264.1) 
̈ܘܐܦ åÌÝßܐ Êùñ ܐÍåܢ ܕܒÎܒæܐ ܕܬÿýãüܗܘܢ ܒÍýØÊùܬܐ Ìåܘܘܢ 

  .̈ܘĆßܐ ÍãÝÐåܢ ÌÙýåܘܢ
392 Vööbus, History of Asceticism, vol. 1, 106. 
393 D 6:1 (PS I/241.19–22)  

Ćß÷åܐ ܨÍßܬܗ . ̈ܕçýãýå ܒæÝýãܐ ܕýØÊøܐ: Ìå̈ܘܐ ܐæÙâܐ ܒÿýãüÿܗ
  .ܕܬÍîܠ Êøܡ ûâܐ ܪܒÍܬܐ: ܒÍÙÜÊܬܐ

394 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 12. 
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Single One, Jesus Christ. Aphrahat also discusses the Covenanters (bnay 
qyāmā), who were “set apart” lay members who served within local church 
communities. Many of the ascetics were virgins (btulē), and Aphrahat places 
great value upon virginity. The holy ones (qaddishē) were married people 
who gave up sex for the sake of the heavenly kingdom. The common de-
nominator is that they are all solely dedicated to God. But the categories 
and delineations are blurred and overlap. As R. H. Connolly wrote almost 
one hundred years ago:  

All then that has been said about the Solitaries applies to the B’nai 
Q’yama, and they formed therefore in the Church of Aphraates a class 
apart from the ordinary baptized laity. I admit that when all has been 
said some things remain obscure.395  

Despite the obscurity of Aphrahat’s definitions about the ascetic ones in his 
community, it is clear that the goal for dedication to God is being his 
temple.  
 

                                                 
395 Connolly, “Aphraates and Monasticism,” 535. 
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3 BEING A TEMPLE  

Up to this point, the surrounding issues of Aphrahat’s temple theology have 
been discussed: faith in Christ, the church, the sacraments, and the various 
ascetics of his community. We finally turn to the crux of the matter, the 
transformation of a person into a living, breathing, temple of God. All the 
previous aspects of the Christian life are part of the extensive process of 
perfection which allows for the ascetic to become a temple of God. As 
Aphrahat writes, in Dem. 1:3: “When one’s whole building [body] is raised 
up, completed, and perfected, then it becomes a house and a temple for a 
dwelling place of Christ…”396 The perfection of the whole person involves 
a complete transformation of the person—inner, outer, and everything in 
between. The divine temple of the body is a fully functioning image within 
Aphrahat’s anthropology. Aphrahat has many motifs working within this 
imagery: the inner person, the heart, prayer, “rest of the Lord,” and “griev-
ing the Spirit.” 

INNER PERSON 
According to Aphrahat, when a person becomes a divine temple, God 
dwells within the “the inner person” (ܐØÍܐ ܓýå̱ܐ nāshā gawāyā). Three 
central “inner person” texts, Dem. 4:10, Dem. 4:13, and Dem. 6:1, reveal 
Aphrahat’s temple imagery, emphasizing prayer offering and Christ dwelling 
within the “inner person.” The first quotation is Dem. 4:10:  

Our Lord’s word tells us to “pray in secret in your heart, and shut the 
door.”397 What is the door he says to shut, if not your mouth? Here is 
the temple in which Christ dwells, as the Apostle said: “You are the 
temple of the Lord,”398 for him to enter into your inner person, into this 

                                                 
396 D 1:3 (PS I/8.25–9.2) 

ܼܘĆâܐ ܕÌàÜ úàè ܒÌæÙæ ܘܐáàÜÿü ܘܐܬܓûã ܗçØÊØ ܗܘܐ ܒÿÙܐ 
  ܘܗĆàÝØܐ ûãïãßܐ ܕÐÙýâܐ

397 Matt 6:6.  
398 1 Cor 3:16.  
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house, to clean it from everything that is polluted, while the door of 
your mouth is shut.399 

A parallel is set up between the physical Jerusalem temple and the individual 
person: the mouth is the door, and the inner person is the inner chamber or 
the holy of holies. The innermost room of the temple was the essence of 
holiness and off limits to all but the chief priest. In the Second Temple pe-
riod, the chief priest could enter only once a year on the Day of Atonement, 
and only after he had attained an exceptional state of ritual purity.400 An-
other parallel is implicitly set up in the above quotation, that of Christ being 
the high priest of the temple of the inner person. Christ the King inhabits 
the temple of the heart without diminishing his glory.401 As S. Brock ob-
serves: “Thus the chamber to which Christ refers is no longer located 
somewhere in ordinary space, for it has been interiorised and transferred to 
sacred space.”402 Aphrahat has made Christ’s injunction to prayer in Matt 
6:6 individual and personal, not communal. The transferral from the ordi-
nary physical realm to the interior sacred realm is common in Aphrahat’s 
thinking. The mundane is transformed into the divine, and a central in-
stance of this transformation is the person. The sinful person is purified 
and then transformed completely into the dwelling place of God. Jesus is 
the high priest, and the person in whom he is dwelling must also function 
as a priest. The offering of pure prayer sacrifices is one way in which the 
baptized person may exercise this priestly role.403 So a person who is the 
temple of God is both the place of sacrifice and the priest offering the sac-
rifice.  

The second central “inner person” passage is Dem. 6:1: “Whoever re-
ceives the Spirit of Christ, let him decorate his inner man. Whoever is called 
                                                 

399 D 4:10 (PS I/157.19–26) 
. ܘܐÍÏܕ ܬܪîܐ: ܕܨĆßܐ äß ܒÙéÝܐ ܒàܒÞ: ܘØÍÐâܐ ÿàâ çßܐ ܕûâܢ

Íæâܕ ܘÍÏܐ ûâܐ ܕܐîܼܬܪ : Ìܒ ûãîܐ ܕĆàÝØܗ ÍØܕܗܘ ÞâÍñ ܐ ܐܢĆß̇ܐ
̱ܕܗÌàÝØ ܐÿåܘܢ ܕØûâܐ ܕÍïåܠ ß ÌßܒÐÙýâܼ : ûܐ ܐÞØ ܕܐÐÙàü ûâܐ
ܼܘÍÙÜÊåܗܝ ÊãàÜ çâܡ ܕĆãÒܐ Ìå ÊÜܘܐ  ܐÞýå̱ ܓØÍܐ åÌßܐ ܒÿÙܐ ̱
ÞâÍñ ÍØܐ ܕܗܘîܬܪ ÊÙÏܐ .   

400 Freedman, ed. ABD, s.v. “Temple, Jerusalem,” and Barker, The Great High 
Priest, 46–60. 

401 Stewart, Working the Earth of the Heart, 212–213. 
402 Sebastian P. Brock, “The Prayer of the Heart in Syriac Tradition,” Sobornost 

4, 2 (1982): 134. 
403 See Brock, “The priesthood of the baptised,” 18–19 for a discussion of this 

motif within the Syriac authors.  
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the temple of God, let him purify his body from all pollution.”404 Here also, 
the place of divine residence is the inner person and this idea is promptly 
followed by a reference to both 1 Cor 3:16 and temple of God imagery. 
“Inner chamber” also describes the place in the body wherein anger and 
thoughts that are displeasing to God are to be stored by the person. Aphra-
hat directs: “Hide all these thoughts that arise in your heart inside your in-
ner chamber.”405 The unpleasing thoughts are to remain on earth; it is only 
the pure and good prayer, thoughts, or offerings which may ascend to the 
heavens. 

The third quotation using the term “inner person” is also in the trea-
tise “On Prayer,” Dem. 4:13. Prayer is the primary function of the follower 
of Christ, and the heart is key. Aphrahat writes: “As I explained to you, the 
moment you start praying, raise your heart upwards and lower your eyes 
downwards; enter into your inner person and pray in secret to your Father 
in heaven.”406 The Sage is reiterating the parable of the tax collector from 
Luke 18:13–14, who would not lift up his eyes to heaven. In this manner 
the supplicants will be exalted when they humble themselves. So, prayer is 
both an action of ascent and descent.  

As Aphrahat explains in Dem. 4:13, prayer involves a dual action both 
towards the heavens and down inside the person. It is expansive and con-
tractive at the same time. The physical eyes are to look down to the earth 
while the heart goes up to the heavens. The heart and the inner person 
function as virtual synonyms in the above, though the sense of the text is 
that the heart is moveable while the inner person is stationary. To use a 
twenty-first century metaphor, the heart contains a hyperlink to heaven, 
which when “double-clicked” allows entry into the heavenly realm. The 
heart may be functioning as a spiritual realm which may go to the heavens 
while the inner person must remain in the body which stays on earth. This 
dual action of ascent and descent occurs throughout Aphrahat’s treatises; 
the sage is able to see God while his body is still on the earth, the prayers 
                                                 

404 D 6:1 (PS I/252.9–12) 
çâ̱ ܕùâܒá ܪܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐ å÷ܒÿ ܒû ܐÌýå ܓØÍܐ ̇ . ÌàÝØܝ ܗûøܕܐܬ çâ̇

  .ܼܕܐÌßܐ ÜÊåܐ ñܓûܗ ÍòæÒ ÌàÜ çâܬܐ
405 D 9:10 (PS I/432.2–4)  

áÜçÙåܪ ܐÍãÒ ܐØÍܓ Þåܘÿܒ Þܒß áî çùàèܕ çܒýÐâ ̈ ̈: 
406 D 4:13 (PS I/165.6–10) 

 áïß çâܕ ÞØܟܼܐÿéÙñܐ : áïß Þܒß ܗܒ ÿåܐ ܐĆß÷âܕ ûÙܓ çܒÎ̱ܒ
̈ܘÿÏÿß ÞÙæÙî ܘÍîܠ ß ÞßܓÍ ܒÞýåû ܓØÍܐ ܘܨĆßܐ ܒÙéÝܐ ĆßܐܒÍܟ 

 .ܕܒÙãýܐ
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are given here on earth but taken up to heaven by Gabriel, while the ulti-
mate heavenly, and at the same time earthly, action is the incarnation of 
Jesus.407 In all three inner person passages, the temple of God and dwelling 
of the divine are located inside the person and most commonly associated 
with the heart.  

HEART AND PRAYER 
The faithful person’s heart is the home of God. Two quotations describe 
the role of the heart in reference to the divine, both from Aphrahat’s last 
Demonstration, twenty-three, “On the Grapecluster.” The first passage is: 
“We have conceived and given birth to you in our heart, and we are [be-
coming] your likeness in our intellect.”408 The divine image dwelling in the 
human heart occurs later in the passage: “Your majesty burrows into the 
little heart, you have made of us temples wherein your glory dwells.”409 The 
smallest innermost recesses of the Creator’s creature contains the greatest 
of the divine. This temple imagery connects intimately with Aphrahat’s 
heart imagery.  

The heart stands for the whole person in Aphrahat’s theology. He fol-
lows the Hebrew scriptural tradition of the human body being an indivisible 
entity with the nefesh נפש (soul), guf ףגו  (body), and ruah חרו  (spirit).410 
Aphrahat does not have a dichotomy of body versus soul or spirit, nor does 
he divide the body from the soul.411 All aspects of the person unite into a 
whole; it is the whole person who becomes the temple of God. S. Brock 
explains:  

 […] it was the ‘body’ and not the soul which St. Paul (1 Cor 6:19) de-
scribed as the ‘temple of the Holy Spirit within you.’ It is not a case of 
body versus soul, but of body and soul: the ‘heart’ is doubly the center 
of the psychosomatic entity that makes up the human person.412  

                                                 
407 D 4:13 (PS I/168.11–169.6) See below, page 189. 
408 D 23:59 (PS II/120.21–22) ܢÿÙîܪÿܒ ÞæÙâܘܕ çܒàܒ Þåܨܪ:  
409 D 23:59 (PS II/121.12–13) 

  :̈ܗĆàÝØܐ îܒÊܬܢ ûãïâܐ ĆßܐûùØܟ: ܘÊàÏܬ ܪܒÍܬܟ ܒàܒܐ ܙÍîܪܐ
410 Ephraim E. Urbach, The Sages, their concepts and beliefs. vol. I, trans. Israel 

Abrahams (Hebrew University: Jerusalem Magnes Press, 1975), 215. 
411 Brock, “Prayer of the Heart,” 132. See also Terzoli, “Âme et Esprit chez 

Aphraate,” 105–118. 
412 Brock, “Prayer of the Heart,” 133. Cf. Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 

182. Her observation that a study of Aphrahat’s anthropology is very difficult is 
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It is through the Spirit of Christ taking up residence within the righteous 
person’s heart that the whole being becomes a temple of God whose 
function is then to offer up the sacrifice of prayer. 

Aphrahat, as the pastor for his flock, is primarily concerned about the 
spiritual welfare of his audience. He teaches that pure prayer is the most 
acceptable sacrifice from a person, and about the ultimate sacrifice—Jesus 
Christ. In Dem. Four, “On Prayer,” Aphrahat explains in copious detail 
what prayer is, how one should pray and even what to pray. As he 
concludes: 

See, my friend, that sacrifices and offerings have been rejected, and in 
exchange prayer has been chosen. Henceforth, love pure prayer, and la-
bor in petition, and at the start of all your prayers, pray the prayer of 
your Lord. Be diligent about everything that I have written you, and 
whenever you pray, remember your friend.413 

The sage teaches that prayer is something to be practiced and is hard work. 
But the effort is worth while, because: “Among all offerings, pure prayer is 
the best.”414 The inner liturgical role of the heart which functions as altar 
for prayer sacrifices is a common motif in Syriac spirituality.415 The faithful 

                                                                                                             
heartily seconded by this author. As Pierre points out, once one starts analyzing 
one aspect of his thought, then everything promptly follows: humanity, God, mor-
als, etc. 

413 D 4:19 (PS I/181.16–22) 
ÿÙܬܐ ܐܬܓܒÍßܘܢ ܨÌÙòàÏܐ ܘæܪ̈ܒÍøܐ ܘÐܕܒ ÍÙßÿèܕܐ ÚܒÙܒÏ ܝÎÏ̈ܘ .

ܘܒáÙÝâ : çØÌàÜ þØû ܪäÏ ܨÍßܬܐ ܕÿÙÜܐ ܘܗܘáãî ÿØ ܒܒÍïܬܐ
̇ܘܐܬÔòÏ ܒÊãàÝܡ ܕܒÿܒÞß ÿ : ̈ܨÍßܬܟ ܨÍßܬܗ ܕûâܟ ܗܘĆß÷â ÿØܐ

̱ܘܒÎàÝܒç ܕĆß÷âܐ ܐÌî ÿåܕ ÐßܒÙܒÞ܀ ̱ 
414 D 4:18 (PS I/177.7–8)  

ÌàÜ çâ̱ܘܢ ܓÍø ûÙܪ̈ܒæܐ ܨÍßܬܐ ܕÿÙÜܐ Òܒܐ ܗܝ ܼ. 
Brock also observes that ‘pure prayer’ is found in the Syriac Bible in 1 Chron 

16:42 but not the Hebrew, Greek, and other versions. Brock, “Prayer of the 
Heart,” 135. 

415 Brock, “Fire from Heaven,” 240. The Liber Graduum 12:2 describes the 
physical church balanced with the heavenly: “But [it is] through these visible things 
that we will be in these heavenly things which are not visible to the eyes of flesh, 
our bodies becoming temples and our hearts altars.” (c.288.23–26) 

̈ܐĆßܐ ܕçâ ܗçÙß ܕÌå çØÎÏÿâܘܐ ܒçÙßÌ ܕĆßܐ çØÎÏÿâ ܕܒÙãýܐ æÙïßܐ  ̈ ̈ ܼ
Ìå ÊÜ̈ܘܘܢ ñܓçØă ܗĆàÝØܐ ܘßܒÊâ çÙܒÐܐ: ܕܒûéܐ ̈ ̈  

As S. Brock states: “The heart is in the three dimensional liturgy, visible 
Church here on earth, the Church of the heart of the individual Christian and the 
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Christian is supposed to work very hard at offering prayer sacrifices to 
Christ. 

In order to give a pure offering of prayer to God, one prerequisite is a 
pure heart. Aphrahat’s biblical sources for the necessity of a pure heart are 
Ps 24:3–4, Ps 51, 1 Cor 3:16, and Matt 5:8 among many other scriptural 
passages.416 Psalm 24 declares that the pure of heart will be able to ascend 
to the holy place. In Psalm 51, the priority is a clean heart and a right spirit 
with which to give the sacrifice.417 One cannot come into the presence of 
the Lord without being purified.418 Paul uses Ps 51 in 1 Cor 3:16.419 The 
result of having a pure heart is being able to see the divine, as the beatitude 

                                                                                                             
heavenly Church.” (Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, xxvi). One agenda in the LG is to 
defend the authority of the visible church by connecting the transformation of the 
person into a temple with respect for the visible church. Aphrahat does not have 
this concern; he focuses upon correct prayer and sacrifice at the personal level. 

416 Some other key Hebrew scripture passages are: “keep heart clean” Ps 73:13, 
Prov 20:9, Cf. Sir 38:10, “pure in heart” Ps 73:1. “No ritual can purify the heart; a 
‘pure heart’ and a ‘steadfast spirit’ are the gift of Yahweh alone.” Botterweck, ed. 
TDOT, s.v. “לב leb,” by H. J. Fabry. See also Deirdre A. Dempsey, “The Phrase 
‘Purity of Heart’ in Early Syriac Writings,” in Purity of Heart in Early Ascetic and Mo-
nastic Literature, eds. Harriet Luckman and Linda Kulzer (Collegeville, MN: Liturgi-
cal Press, 1999): 31–44; Stephen Bonian, “Purity of Heart in Syriac Prayer,” Dia-
konia 22, 2 (1989): 121–126; and Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, xxviii-xxix, for a 
discussion of the “luminous heart” a term which Aphrahat does not use, but is key 
in later Syriac spirituality. 

417 Aphrahat quotes parts of Ps 51 four times in his Demonstrations. Twice he 
uses the psalm in Dem 2:6 concerning what is the correct sacrifice to God, namely 
a contrite heart and a humble spirit. (Ps 51:13,14 and 19, D 2:6 (PS I/60.24–61.2)) 
Following these quotations, Aphrahat uses Ps 51:13 in Dem. 6:16 (PS I/300.10) 
concerning how the Holy Spirit may leave a sinful person. The last quotation from 
Ps 51:4 is in Dem. 7:14 (PS I/333.20–22), where Aphrahat writes about the peni-
tent being forgiven by God. 

418 Ps 24:3–4. “Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord? And who shall stand in 
his holy place? Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, who do not lift up 
their souls to what is false, and do not swear deceitfully.” Similar sentiments are 
found in many other sources in the scriptures.  

Purity of heart is needed even to fast. As Aphrahat states: “And if there is no 
purity of heart, the fast is not accepted.” D 3:2 (PS I/101:10–11) 

áܒøÿâ ܐĆß ܐĆâܒܐ ܨܘß ܬÍÙÜܕ ÿÙß ܘܐܢ. 
419 Douglas R. de Lacey, “The Function of a Metaphor in St. Paul,” in Templum 

Amicitiae: Essays on the Second Temple Presented to Ernst Bammel, ed. William Horbury 
(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 394.  
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in Matthew promises: Matt 5:8 “Blessed are the pure of heart for they shall 
see God.” As J. Raasch comments: “It is on these texts that the Fathers 
base their teaching that purity of heart is a preliminary goal of the Christian 
life in relation to the ultimate end, the vision of God.”420 Aphrahat also 
draws similar conclusions from the scriptures and is fully within the exe-
getical tradition of Philo of Alexandria,421 and Origen,422 among others. 
Aphrahat often describes a person as being or having a place of prayer. 
                                                 

420 Juana Raasch, “The Monastic Concept of Purity of Heart and Its Sources 
Part 1,” Studia Monastica 8 (1966): 21.  

421 Philo, (20 B.C.E.–50 C.E.), was an Alexandrian Jew who presented the He-
brew scriptures through a Greek philosophical lens. His writings had a great influ-
ence on Origen and many other Christian writers. He presents a particular perspec-
tive on the temple: he considers the whole cosmos to be the temple of God. It may 
be that Aphrahat did have access to a few of Philo’s works or that our Sage is echo-
ing a commonly held Jewish tradition which is also evident in Philo’s writings. The 
latter scenario is the most plausible. See De specialibus legibus I, XII, 66–67. Philo of 
Alexandria, The Special Laws, trans. Francis H. Colson, vol. VII, Loeb edition (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1950), 136–139. Philo of Alexandria, Les 
Oeuvres de Philon d’Alexandrie, vol. 24, De Specialibus Legibus, eds. Roger Arnaldez, 
Jean Pouilloux, and Claude Mondésert (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1961), 48–50. 

Aphrahat and Philo both write that the soul should be the temple for the di-
vine. Philo explains: “And I will walk among you, and will be your God. (Leviticus 
26:12): but in the understandings of those who are still undergoing cleansing and 
have not yet fully washed their life defiled and stained by the body’s weight there 
walk angels, divine words, making them bright and clean with the doctrines of all 
that is good and beautiful. It is quite manifest what troops of evil tenants are 
ejected, in order that One, the good one, may enter and occupy. Be zealous there-
fore, O soul, to become a house of God, a holy temple, a most beauteous abiding-
place.” De somniis, I, XXIII, 148–150. Philo of Alexandria, De Somniis On Dreams, 
vol. V, Loeb, 136–139, trans. Francis H. Colson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1929), 375–377. 

“Περιπατσω ν μν, καì σομαι μν θεóς Λες.26,12-, τας δè  
τν τιπολουομéνων, μπω δè κατà τò παντελèς κνιψαμéνων τν υ-
πσαν καì κεκηλισωμéνην <ν> σẃμασι βαρéσι ζων γγελοι, λóγοι    
θεοι, φαιδρúνοντες ατáς τος καλοκγαθíας δóγμασιν. 149 Οσα δè  
ξοι-κíζεται κακν οκητóρων στíφη, να ες  γαθòς εσοικíσηται, δ-
λóν στι.  Σποúδαζε ον,  ψυχ, θεο οκος γενéσθαι, ερòν γιον, ν-
διαíτημα κáλλιστον.” 

Philo of Alexandria, Les Oeuvres de Philon d’Alexandrie, vol. 19, De Somniis, ed. 
Pierre Savinel (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1962), 84–87. J. Raasch cites this passage in 
“The Monastic Concept of Purity of Heart and Its Sources Part 3,” Studia Monastica 
10 (1968). 11.  
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When a person is able to give an acceptable offering to God, it will be 
carried to heaven and laid at the heavenly altar by none other than Gabriel 
himself. As Aphrahat describes: 

Thus you should keep in your mind423 that your prayer has been left in 
front of the altar, and if he [Gabriel] who presents prayers does not 
want to carry it from the earth, it is because he inspected it and found it 
to be a faulty offering. If the offering is pure, he raises it up before God. 
[…] And if you are willing to forgive, then he [Gabriel] who offers up 
prayers will receive your offering and raise it up; but if you do not for-
give, then he will say to you: ‘I will not bring your polluted offering be-
fore the sacred throne.’ Instead you will go there and give an account to 
your Creditor, taking your offering with you, while he [Gabriel] will 
leave your offering and go off.424 

                                                                                                             
422 Origen of Alexandria (c. 185–c. 254 C.E.) is one of the foremost Christian 

exegetes of the early church. Both Aphrahat and Origen are steeped in the scrip-
tures and both have great affinity for the Pauline corpus. Their common ideas are 
likely due to their common scriptural teacher. Some common motifs between 
Aphrahat and Origen are: Christians being of different levels, the simple and the 
perfect, prayer as sacrifice, and the eyes of the head and the eyes of the heart being 
able to see God. See Origen, On Prayer, XXVII, 5. Origen, Die Schrift Vom Gebet, 
366; On Prayer, II.2 Origen, Die Schrift Vom Gebet, 299; and On Prayer, IX. 2 Origen, 
Die Schrift Vom Gebet, 318. See Aphrahat’s use of the “seeing God” motif in Chap-
ter Five, page 165. 

Origen, Contra Celsum VIII:18 “And every one who imitates Him according to 
his ability, does by this very endeavor raise a statue according to the image of the 
Creator for in the contemplation of God with a pure heart they become imitators 
of Him. … Thus the Spirit of Christ dwells in those who bear, so to say, a resem-
blance in form and feature to Himself.” Origène, Contre Celse, SC Vol. IV, vol. 150, 
ed. Marcel Borret (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1969), 211–215.  

“Καì ν κáστ δè τν κατà δúναμιν κενον καì ν τοúτ μιμησα- 
μéνωνστìν γαλμα τò ¨κατ´ εκóνα το κτíσαντος,¨ περ κατασκευáζ-  
ουσι τ νορν θε καθαρ καρδí, ¨μιμηταì¨ γενóμενοι ¨το θεο.¨...
οτω δè καì τò πνεμα το Χριστο τος, ν´ οτως νομáσω, συμμóρ- 
φοις φιζáνει.” 

Origen, Origenes Werke: Gegen Celsus, vol. 2, ed. Paul Koetschau (Leipzig: J. C. 
Hinrichs’sche, 1899), 235–236.  

423 Syr. ܐÿÙîܬܪ tarcitā> 
424 D 4:13 (PS I/168.11–15 and 168.23 -169.6) 

ܘĆßܐ : Íßܬܟ ÿýâܒùܐ Êø Ìßܡ ÊâܒÐܐܗæÜܐ ܐܬÃýÏ ܒÿܪÿÙîܟ ܕܨ
 çâ ÞæܪܒÍùß Ìß ûïèܕ áÓâ ܐîܐܪ çâ ÌÙàùýåܬܐ ܕÍßܒ ܨûùâ ܼܨܒܐ ܼ

̈
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Gabriel as the one who serves at the heavenly altar and who brings prayers 
before God is a traditional motif in Jewish and Christian literature.425 
Gabriel functions as a high priest, judge, and messenger.426 Aphrahat fol-
lows in a longstanding tradition concerning the heavenly temple and the 
servers therein. The imagery of the heavenly temple is quite detailed; there 
is the prayer offering, Gabriel—the high priest, the heavenly temple altar, 
and even a mention of God’s sacred throne.427  

The heart raised to the heavens as a sacrifice is analogous to the burnt 
offerings of the Hebrew scriptures. Aphrahat’s arguments about prayer be-
ing a better sacrifice than burnt offerings is nothing new. As S. Brock 
writes: “There is a case of clear continuity in expression of certain underly-

                                                                                                             
̱ܘܐܢ ܨܒܐ ܐÿå : (...) ̱ܐܢ ܕÜܐ ܗܘ ܐÊø Ìùèܡ ܐÌßܐ: ĆâÍâܐ

ܼܘüܒú ܐÿå ܗçØÊØ ܗܘ Íùß Ìß áùüܪܒÞæ ܘûùâ Ìãî Ìß úéâܒ  ̇ ܼ ̱
̇

̇ܘܐÌåܘ ܕĆßܐ üܒú ܐÿå ܗæÜܐ ܐÞß ûâ. ̈ܨÍßܬܐ Íøܪܒæܐ  ܕܐåܐ: ̱̇
ܐĆßܐ ܗܐ çâÿß ܐܬܐ : ÍÜ̱ܪÙèܐ ýØÊøܐ Ćßܐ ûùâܒ ܐåܐĆãÒܐܐ Êøܡ 

ÞܒÍÏ ܐûãß ܐæܒüÍÏ ܠÿãß ܐå̱ܐ : Ìß ÿåܐ ܐÿÙâ ÞæܪܒÍùß ̱ܐܦ
Þãî .ܘܐܙܠ ÞæܪܒÍùß Ìß úܒü̇ܘ ̇.  

425 Common biblical and Second Temple literary references to Gabriel are: 
Daniel 8:16, 9:21, Luke 1:19, 26 (The Annunciation), and 1 Enoch 9:1, 40:9, 54:6, 
71:8. Gabriel also appears in the Aggadah Numbers Rabbah 2:10 referring to 
Enoch 9:1, and Genesis Rabbah 18:5. Also Ap. Mos. 40:2, in Qumran 1 QM 9:14–
16. Freedman, ed. ABD, s.v. “Gabriel,” by Carol A. Newsom.  

426 Gabriel is not specifically mentioned by name in this excerpt, but it is clear 
from other quotations that Aphrahat means Gabriel. He is mentioned by name in 
D 4:8 (PS I/153.20–23) in the context of Jonah’s prayer and the path it traveled. 
“…it (the prayer of Jonah) pierced the cloud, flew in the air, opened the heavens, 
and came before the throne of majesty [rabbutā] by means of Gabriel who offers 
prayers before God.” 

ܘܒææî ÿîÎܐ ܘÿÏûñ ܒܐܐܪ ܘÙãü ÿÏÿñܐ ܘûøܒÊø ÿܡ ÍÜܪÙèܐ 
   .̈ܕܪܒÍܬܐ ܒÊÙ ܓܒØûܐûùâ áØܒ ܨÍßܬܐ Êøܡ ܐÌßܐ

Other mentions of Gabriel by name are as follows: four times in Demonstra-
tion 3 on Fasting, three times in Dem. 19 on Against the Jews, once in Dem 4, 6, 
20, and 21. D 3:14 (PS I/129:8–10), D 3:14 (PS I/132:3), D 3:15 (PS I/133:14–17), 
D 3:16 (PS I/136.5), D 6:10 (PS I/281.2), D 9:4 (PS I/417.2–23), D 19:9 (PS 
I/877.2), D 19:10 (PS I/880.8–14), D 19:12 (PS I/888.15), D 20:11 (PS I/912.3), D 
21:10 (PS I/960.5).  

427 Aphrahat’s description of the Holy Spirit and Gabriel do not have much in 
common. The Holy Spirit is one of the Trinity (D 23:63 PS II/133.3–8), dwells in 
the baptized (D 6:14 PS I/ 292.15–293.5), cures all illnesses (D 23:52 PS 
II/100.10–13) and can be grieved and leave if the person sins too much (D 6:1 (PS 
I/ 252.9–13).  
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ing symbolic thought patterns common to Judaism and Christianity.”428 He 
shows the similarities between Aphrahat’s writings about prayer and those 
from Ps 140:2,429 Ben Sira 32 (35):8430 and the Babylonian Talmud Ta’anit 2a 
which is “What kind of service is it which takes place in the heart? We must 
answer. It is prayer.”431 Aphrahat’s own description of prayer as sacrifice 
functions within this tradition.  

The Sage uses common imagery from Hebrew scripture and even 
common arguments in order to teach his audience how to refute the Jews. 
As Aphrahat explains his motivation: 

Therefore, I have written you this brief answer so that you may defend 
yourself when it is necessary to give a word and strengthen the intellect 
of whoever is listening, so that they will not yield to the seditious 
argument of [the Jews].432 

Aphrahat notes throughout his Demonstrations that Jesus Christ is the ulti-
mate sacrifice and it is because of his incarnation and sacrifice that all other 
sacrifices are abrogated. He then argues that the Jews are no longer the 
people of God, Israel, because they rejected Christ, and therefore the Chris-
tians are the new Israel. As he writes: 

And because they [the Jews] rejected his kingdom, he took433 the king-
dom away from them, for the One [Jesus Christ] to whom the kingdom 

                                                 
428 Brock, “Fire from Heaven,” 242. 
429 Ps 141:2 “Let my prayer be counted as incense before thee, and the lifting 

up of my hands as an evening sacrifice.” Brock is correct in noting the similarities 
of Aphrahat’s ideas with this Psalmic verse, but it is interesting that Aphrahat never 
quotes this verse verbatim. Given the Sage’s predilection for quoting from scrip-
tures, this is very striking. 

430 The Peshitta has “Let him decide to pray in his heart.” 
431 Joseph Rabbinowitz, “Ta’anith,” The Babylonian Talmud Seder Mo’ed, vol. IV, 

ed. Isidore Epstein (London: Soncino Press, 1938), 3. col. 2a. Aphrahat does not 
cite Ps 141:2 explicitly but the sentiment is most definitely present in his texts. 

432 D 19:12 (PS I/885.26–888.3) 
áÙÝâ̇ ܗåܐ éÙñ áÙàøܐ ܕÿÜܒÞß ÿ ܐÞØ ܕܬÍñܩ ܒûܘÏܐ ÊÜ ܐß÷ܐ 

 áÙÏܕܬ ÞØܐ ܘܐĆãܓÿñ Íܒÿãß ܬܐÍܐ ܨܒĆßܘ ðãüܕ çâܗ ܕÿÙî̇ܬܪ ̇

  .ܕÿå çØܪĆâܐ ÌéÙòßܘܢ ýâܓæýܐ
433 Syr. áùü shqal. In the active sense this verb has the meaning of lifting up, 

bearing, partaking, or receiving.  
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belongs has come. He ascended as a living sacrifice for us, and abolished 
their sacrifices.434 

Aphrahat suggests further that the sacrifices of the Israelites were rejected 
even before Jesus was incarnate.435 For Aphrahat, faith in Jesus Christ is the 
core of his argument against the Jews.  

The faithful have Christ living within their hearts; the hearts become 
the place of prayer sacrifice, and the body is then the temple. The Divine is 
not limited to the small space of the human heart, he suffuses the whole 
person: body, mind, and spirit. The person who is a divine temple gives 
sacrifices of prayer on the heart, but there is more. Prayer is not merely 
contemplation and petition, it is also charitable actions on behalf of other 
people.  

REST OF GOD 
To be a functioning divine temple, a person must offer sacrifices of prayer, 
both contemplative and active. In Dem. Four “On Prayer,” Aphrahat ex-
pounds upon the relationship between the “rest of God,” prayer, and ac-
tion: 436  
                                                 

434 D 2:6 (PS I/60.2–6)   
àâ ܘܢÌæâ Ìàùü ܬܗÍÝàâ ÍÙàèܕܐ áîܬܐܼܘÍÝ : çâ ܕܐܬܐ áÓâ̇

ܘܒáÓ ܐÍåܢ : ܗúàè ܕܒÿÐܐ ÿÙÏܐ çÙòàÏ: ̱ܕܕÌàØ ܗܝ ÍÝàâܬܐ
 :Êß̈ܒÌÙÐܘܢ

435 See D 15:7 (PS I/748–753) and D 16:3 (PS I/765–772). Demonstration 16 
“On the peoples in place of the people” is solely dedicated to this argument. 

436 The “Rest” of God (ܐÌßܕܐ ÌÐÙå nyāheh dalāhā) has an extensive scrip-
tural tradition. Nûah (נוה) means to settle down or to quiet down and rest. This 
term is often used to refer to the gift of the Spirit (Nu 11:25f) and wisdom (Prov 
14:33 and 21:16). Further, in the books of Chronicles the rest that YHWH gives to 
His people is connected with Zion and the temple. The Jerusalem Temple is 
YHWH’s resting place, see 1 Chr 28:2 and Dt 12:9.  

One of the Septuagint equivalents for nûah is anápausis (νáπαυσις) which 
can mean everything from the Sabbath, to dwelling, or a land of rest. (Gen 49:15) 
Nûah is used twenty two times, with the verbal variant of ynûah occurring eight 
times. The Septuagint translators only use anápausis for nûah eight times, see Isa 
23:12, 27:10, 32:18, Eccl 7:9, Prov 21:16, 21:20, Mic 2:10, and Exod 23:12. Exod 
23:12 is interesting for the connection between the Sabbath, rest (nûah), and in the 
LXX, anápausis. H. D. Preuss notes that “Despite the importance of “rest” in Israel-
ite spirituality, it is interesting to note that it never appears as an aspect of eschato-
logical hope in the OT.” (Botterweck, ed. TDOT, s.v. “נוה Nûah,” by H. D. 
Preuss.) A nuance to this statement is that the term “shakan,” the root of the word 
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For the prophet says: “This is my rest; give rest to the weary.” (Isa 
28:12) Therefore give the rest of God and you will have no necessity to 
say “Forgive me.” Give rest to the weary, and visit the sick, and provide 
for the poor: this is indeed prayer. As I shall explain to you, my friend, 
whenever someone gives the rest of God, that is prayer.437  

Aphrahat’s interpretation of Isaiah 28:12 is rather standard at this point. He 
cites examples of charitable acts for those in need; this is giving the “rest of 
God,” and it is also accounted as prayer. But he goes on in this passage to 
give an extreme example from scriptures of prayer in action which he 
interprets as being the rest of God. 

For it is written: “When Zimri fornicated with the Midianite woman, 
Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, saw him, and entered into the room and 
killed the two of them.” (Num 25:6–8) And his killing was accounted as 
prayer, for David says of him, “Phinehas rose up and prayed, and it was 
reckoned a reward for him, for ever and ever.” (Ps 106:30–31) Because 

                                                                                                             
“shekinah,” means to dwell, but it also may mean to rest. The Shekintā of the Lord 
has some eschatological or at least heavenly overtones. For a further discussion 
about Aphrahat’s use of Shekintā, see page 153. Preuss’ comment stands in contrast 
to the use of rest in the New Testament, which uses the term “νáπαυσις” as the 
rest of the dead and the “place of the rest promised to the Jewish disciple of wis-
dom in Mt. 11:28f.“ (G. Kittel, ed. TDNT, s.v. “νáπαυσις,” by O. Bauernfeind.) 
The broad use of this term suggests that the rest of God is both a locality and an 
activity. Aphrahat is using the word in the latter sense.  

The “Rest of the Lord” motif is quite common throughout early Jewish and 
Christian literature. The image is in Philo, Qumran, the Acts of Thomas, the Gospel of 
Thomas, the Odes of Solomon, the Liber Graduum, and the Macarian literature. See Jon 
Laansma, “I Will Give You Rest”: The Rest Motif in the New Testament with Special Refer-
ence to Mt 11 and Heb 3–4 (Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1997), 112; Ernst Bammel, 
“Rest and Rule,” VC 23 (1969): 88–90; Kristine Ruffatto, “In His Rest Shalt Thou 
Rest”: The Concept of Rest in the Acts of Thomas and Its Roots in Jewish Rest 
Tradition,” (Milwaukee, WI, unpublished, 2004); and Susan Ramsey, “The Sabbath 
and Rest in Aphrahat the Persian Sage and Macarius,” read at North American 
Patristics Society, Loyola University, May 28, 2004. 

437 D 4:14 (PS I/169.16–23) 
îܼܒÊ ܗÌÐÙå áÙÜ . ܐñăÓãß ÍÐÙåܐ: ̱ܗܕܐ ܗܝ ÿÐÙåܝ: ܼܐûâ ܓûÙ ܒæܒÙܐ

̱ܕܐÌßܐ ܐܘ ܒû ܐýåܐ
̄ :Úß ܩÍܒüܐ ܕæùåÍè Þß ܐ ܗܘܐĆßܘ . ÑÙåܐ

ܘܐÞéÙñ . ̱ ܗܝ ܨÍßܬܐܘܗܕܐ: ñăÓãß̈ܐ ܘÍïèܪ ÌØăÜܐ ܘæÝéãß êåûñܐ
Ï̱ܒÙܒáî Ú ܗܕܐ ܕܒÎàÝܒç ܕܒýåûܐ ÐÙåܐ ܕܐÌßܐ îܒÊ ܗܝ ܗܝ ܨÍßܬܐ

̇ ̇. 
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he killed them for the sake of his God, it was accounted as prayer for 
him.438  

According to M. Barker, Phinehas was a popular example of extreme piety 
and his murderous action was described as atonement by some Zealots in 
the first century C.E. Because of Phinehas’ actions he was given the cove-
nant of priesthood and peace.439 Aphrahat follows in this interpretive vein 
by ascribing a positive value judgement to Phinehas’ actions; it was prayer, 
not murder. After this rather gory example of correct behavior from scrip-
ture, Aphrahat addresses his present audience with a specific recommenda-
tion: 

Watch out, my friend, that, when an opportunity for giving rest to the 
will of God comes to you, you do not say, ‘The time for prayer is at 
hand. I will pray and then I will act.’ For while you are trying to finish 
your prayer, the opportunity for bringing about rest will have slipped 
away from you, and your ability to bring about the will and the rest of 
God will have been diminished. Through your prayer you will be guilty 
of sin. However, if you bring about the rest of God, it will be prayer.440 

Aphrahat extols action over using prayer as an excuse for inaction. The 
passage suggests that his audience is more interested in pious prayer than 
charitable actions. Or is Aphrahat suggesting that his audience ought to 
raise arms and attack someone who is impious? The Demonstrations do not 
allow us to say, but it is an interesting explanation of what the “rest of the 
Lord” may be.  

                                                 
438 D 4:14 (PS I/169.24–172.6) 

ÌØÎÏ̱ܝ êÐæÙñ ܒû ܐÎïÙßܪ : ܕÊÜ ܙÚå ܙûâܝ ܒÿÙæØÊãܐ: ÃØÿÜ ܓûÙ ܗæÜܐ
ܘܒÌàÓùܘܢ ܨÍßܬܐ ܐܬýÏܒÿ : ܼܘÿÙàùß áîܐ ܘáÓø ܐÍåܢ ÿßܪÌØ̈ܘܢ

Ìß .ÊØܗܝ ܕܘÍàî ûâܐ ûÙܐ ܓæÜ̱ܗ ܼ :äøܕÚßܘܨ êÐæÙñ   Ìß ÿܒýÏܘܐܬ
äàïß ܐĆâÊîܘ çØ̈ܪܕܪÊß ܬܐÍÜܬܐ . ܙÍßܗ ܨÌßܐ áÓâ áÓøܐ ܕĆàÙÓùܼܘܒ ̈

Ìß ÿܒýÏܐܬ.  
439 Barker, The Great High Priest, 40. 
440 D 4:14 (PS I/172.6–14) 
ßܕܐ ÌæÙܐ ܨܒÐÙæâܬܐ ܕÍܨܒ Þß ܫÊܐ ܬܓĆãßܕ ÚܒÙܒÏ ܝÎÏܐ ܘÌ

ûâܬܐ: ܘܬܐÍßܐ ܕܨåÊî Ìß ܒûøܪ: ܕÍïèܐ çØÊØܐ ܘܗĆßܐ . ܐܨïܒ Êîܘ
 óܓÿèܐ ܘܬÐÙåܬܐ ܕÍܨܒ Þæâ Ìß Ôàñܬܟ ܬܬÍßܨ Íãàýãß ÿå̱ܐ

ܐĆßܐ îܒçâ Þßܼ . Ê ܨܒÌæÙ ܘÌÐÙå ܕܐÌßܐ ܘܒ÷Íßܬܟ ܬÍÏܒ ÌÓÏܐ
 ÌÐÙå ܕܐÌßܐ ܘܗÚØ ܨÍßܬܐ܀ 
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Aphrahat does use rest in a less murderous manner to refer to the 
Sabbath and giving help to the poor.441 As S. Brock observes: “Aphrahat 
thus makes it clear that purity of heart is no monopoly of the contemplative 
life: it is just as essential in the active life.”442 In this vein, A. Becker suggests 
that Aphrahat has another polemical concern related to charitable acts, 
namely, that he has an anti-Jewish stance.443 As Becker observes, for many 
people, food is money, and in Aphrahat’s time many of his flock were going 
to the synagogues to receive charitable aid. Aphrahat’s argument is that 
charity must begin at home, so to speak, as he writes in Dem. 20:1:  

This gift is great and glorious when it is found in a discerning person, 
when he gives to the poor from the work of his hands, which does not 
come from robbing others, as God said by the prophet: “This is my rest: 
give rest to the weary and this is the way of whoever hears it.” (Isa 
28:12) 444 

Christians must give support to the poor and take care of their own—this 
then is giving the rest of the Lord. 

The rest of the Lord is also a title for the followers of Jesus; they are 
the people of rest. “Whoever loves the tree which has these fruits, blessed is 
his soul, for his soul dwells in rest, and in his soul dwells Christ, who is 
pleased with the people of rest and of the humble.”445 Rest and humility are 
synonyms in this passage. One who gives rest or helps those who are in 
need is a humble person and thus someone who is following the tenets of 
Christ and giving the rest of God. Aphrahat also describes Christ: “You 
dwell among the men of rest, you abide among the humble, you rest your-

                                                 
441 D 22:13 (PS I/1020.17). In a passage describing the various possibilities of 

“place,” Aphrahat calls heaven the “the Sabbath of God” or ܐÌßܗ ܕܐÿܒü 
shabateh dalāhā.  

442 Brock, “Prayer of the Heart,” 140. 
443 Becker, “Anti-Judaism and Care,” 324. 
444 D 20:1 (PS I/893.1–6)  

̱ܒܐ ܗܝ ܘüܒÐÙܐ ܗܕܐ Íâܗܒÿܐ ÊÜ ܬÑÜÿü ܒܒýåûܐ ûñܘüܐ ÿå ÊÜܠ ܪ
ùÙæéßܼܐ Ćàãî çâܐ ܕܐÊØܘܗܝ ܕĆßܐ çâ ܒÎܬܐ ܕܐåăÏܐ ܼ̱

̈ ̈ : ûâܕܐ ÞØܼܐ
̇ܘܗü ÍåܒĆàÙܐ ܕçâ : ܐñăÓãß ÍÐÙåܐ: ̱ܕܗܕܐ ܗܝ ÿÐÙåܝ: ܐÌßܐ ܒæܒÙܐ

ðãüܕ. 
445 D 9:14 (PS I/441.19–21) Isa 66:1. 

çâ̱ ܕܪäÏ ܗåܐ ܐæàØܐ ܕܗñ çÙßܐܪ̈ܘܗܝ ̇ ̇ : ÌÙܒÍÒ ܐÐÙæܐ ܒØûüܕ Ìýòæß
̈ܘûãî ܒÌ ܗܘ ܕܨܒܐ ܒÐÙæܐ ܘܒÝÙÝãܐ܀ ̈ ̇ ̇  
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self among the men of rest and the good.”446 The action of Christ coming 
to live in the good person is described as resting. The rest of the Lord has 
many different uses in these works: actions of prayer, prayer itself, descrip-
tion of where the righteous people go at the end, and as a synonym for the 
indwelling of God in the believer. Aphrahat is far from being alone in his 
presentation of the rest of God, his writings are in harmony with another 
Syriac text The Odes of Solomon.  

The author of the Odes and Aphrahat both present God as indwelling 
in followers and describing this indwelling as divine rest.447 Ode 12 declares: 
“For the dwelling place of the Word is man, and his truth is love.”448 Fol-
lowing the love motif, Ode 3:5 suggests that the dwelling of the divine may 
be portrayed using the term “rest”: “I love the Beloved and I love in my 
soul, and where his rest is, there I am too.”449 The place of rest as the tem-

                                                 
446 D 23:59 (PS II/121.16–18) 

ûãî̈ ܐÿå ܒÐÙæܐ
̱ ûü̈ܐ ܐÿå ܒÝÙÝãܐ: ̇

̱
ÑÙå̈ ܐÿå ܒÐÙæܐ ܘÒܒܐ. ̇ ̈

̱ ̇: 
447 The Odes and Aphrahat have many more literary images in common, i.e., 

holy war (Ode 9:6), the holy ones (Ode 7:16, 8:2, 22:12, 23:1), and the true cove-
nant (Ode 9:11). The covenant reference in Ode 9 may be an early reference to the 
Bnay Qyāmā of Aphrahat’s time, but we cannot be sure. See also Majella 
Franzmann, “A Study of the Odes of Solomon with Reference to the French 
Scholarship 1909–1980,” in Die Oden Salomos in Ihrer Bedeutung Für Neues Testament 
Und Gnosis, ed. Michael Lattke. (Freiburg: Universitätsverlag Freiburg Schweiz, 
1986), 394. Critical text: Michael Lattke, Oden Salomos Text, Übersetzung, Kommentar 
Vol. 1. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999). 

The Odes of Solomon is a collection of hymns about which very little scholarly 
consensus exists. All that is agreed upon by scholars about these texts is that they 
are a collection of poetic hymns and they most definitely were not written by 
Solomon. I am following M. Franzmann’s conclusion that “… the Odes stand as a 
collection and must have been used as such since the third century C.E. This fact is 
borne out by reference to the Odes by number in two of the earliest works in 
which they are quoted: the Pistis Sophia and Lactantius’ Divinae Institutiones.” 
(Franzmann, “A Study of the Odes,” 373.) It will be presumed that the Odes likely 
were written in Syriac, were used as a collection of hymns since the third century 
C.E., have had a place within the Syriac literary corpus, and that they likely predate 
Aphrahat at least by a few decades. The Odes help to set the stage for Aphrahat’s 
insights concerning the image of temple within the spiritual life.  

448 Ode 12:12  
æÝýâܼܐ ܓûÙ ܕÿñܓĆãܐ ܒû ܐýåܐ ܗܘ ̱ ܼܘûüܪܗ ÍÏܒܐ ܗܘ: ̱ ̱. 

449 Ode 3:5 
Úýòå Ìß ܐĆãÏܐ ܘܪĆãÙÏûß ܐåܐ ÃÐâ̇  .̱ܘܐÝØܐ ܕÌÐÙå ܐܦ ܐåܐ ܐÿØܝ: ̱
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ple of God’s rest is a very common idea.450 Charlesworth observes that: 
“‘His rest’ is parallel to ‘place’ or monai, possibly night-stops or resting 
places, in John.”451 Franzmann also summarizes the Odist’s ascent theology:  

In [Ode] 36:1, resting on the Spirit is the decisive moment leading to the 
ascent of the Odist which ends in glorification. The Odist ‘stands in 
rest’ (26:12), composes ‘Odes of rest’ (cf. 26:3), and exhorts others to 
come into Paradise and recline upon the Lord’s rest (20:7–8).452  

In the Odes, the movement of ascent to the heavens occurs through the 
paradoxical state of a person being at rest in the spirit coupled with having 
the indwelling of the higher power. Being at rest is not a passive state of 
being; it leads to the person praising the Lord.  

Aphrahat also uses the “rest of the Lord” in an active rather than pas-
sive sense in Dem. 4:14 and other passages. For Aphrahat, the works of rest 
are those that are good and help the person to become a divine resting 
place. In the Odes, the praising of God occurs when the person is able to 
ascend to the heavens to glorify the Lord.453 But those who do not give 
“the rest of God” in an active sense run the risk of “grieving the Spirit.”  

GRIEVING THE SPIRIT 
Praying pure prayers of the heart, right actions of charity, baptism and 
eucharist; none are guarantees that the Spirit will remain with you or that 
you will remain a temple of God. To remain a temple for the Spirit, a per-
son must keep from “grieving the Spirit” (ܐÏܘûß úÙïâ mciq lruhā) because 
the Spirit will leave if grieved. For example, the ascetic might grieve the 
Spirit by: disobedience, lying, failure to forgive, returning to wanton ways, 
drunkenness, gossiping, anger, or cruelty.454 It is interesting to note that 
Aphrahat does not think that impurity or grieving the Spirit comes from sex 

                                                 
450 See further discussion of rest as a theme in Aphrahat, page 117. 
451 Charlesworth, Odes of Solomon, 301. He further suggests that Ode 3:5 has 

parallels with John 14:2 and 17:24. See also Brian McNeil, “The Odes of Solomon 
and the Scriptures,” OrChr 67 (1983), 104–122. 

452 Majella Franzmann, “Portrait of a Poet: Reflections on ‘the Poet’ in the 
Odes of Solomon,” in Perspectives on Language and Text, eds. Edgar W. Conrad and 
Edward G. Newing. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1987), 319–320. 

453 The ascent passages referring to the Odist are Odes 18:1, 21:6, 29:4, and 
36:1. Cf. Franzmann, “A Study of the Odes,” 391 for a discussion of this image.  

454 Cf. D 6:1 (PS I/251–252).  
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or other physical bodily impurities; but rather, from actions.455 As Aphrahat 
warns the Covenanters in Demonstration Six:  

Whoever receives the Spirit of Christ, let him decorate his inner man. 
Whoever is called the temple of God,456 let him purify his body from all 
pollution. Whoever grieves the Spirit of Christ457 shall not lift up his 
head from griefs. Whoever receives458 the body of Christ, let him keep 
his body from all pollution.459 

These four sentences encapsulate Aphrahat’s temple imagery, including the 
admonition about the consequences for betraying this great honor. As the 
Lord left the Jerusalem temple in Ezekiel 8–11 because of Israel’s sinful-
ness, so too, the Spirit of God will leave any person who becomes impure. 

Aphrahat especially highlights that the person who receives the body 
of Christ, the eucharist, has a great responsibility because of it. Since the 
mouth is the vehicle for the indwelling of God, one must use the mouth 
correctly. If the mouth sins then there is the possibility that the Divine will 
no longer remain with the person. Aphrahat warns his audience: “For there 
is one door to your house, which is a temple of God, and you should not 
allow dung and mud to go out the door by which the King enters!”460 
Aphrahat builds on the Gospel passage from the Sermon on the Mount in 
Mark 7:18–23 and Matt 15:18 which states that nothing entering from out-
side will defile a person, but it is rather what comes out that is the problem. 
The Sage also uses imagery from Ps 24:7: “Lift up your heads, O gates! and 
be lifted up, O ancient doors! that the King of glory may come in.” It is 

                                                 
455 My thanks to Dr. Naomi Koltun-Fromm for noting this important point in 

a personal correspondence, November 2006. 
456 1 Cor 3:16.  
457 Eph 4:30.  
458 Syr. Lqc shqal  
459 D 6:1 (PS I/252.9–15) 

çâ̱ ܕùâܒá ܪܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐ å÷ܒÿ ܒû ܐÌýå ܓØÍܐ ̇ . ÌàÝØܝ ܗûøܕܐܬ çâ̇
çâ̇ ܕûß úÙïâܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐ . ܼܕܐÌßܐ ÜÊåܐ ñܓûܗ ÍòæÒ ÌàÜ çâܬܐ

Ìüܪ äØûâ ܐĆß ܐÿùî çâ̈ ܼ . çâ ܗûܓñ ûÓå ܐÐÙýâܗ ܕûܓñ áùüܕ çâܼ
̇ ̇ ̇

 .ÍòæÒ ÌàÜܬܐ
460 See also Burkitt, Early Eastern Christianity, 122.  
D 3:2 (PS I/101.18–22) 
ܘĆßܐ : ÊÏ̱ ܗܘ ܓûÙ ܬܪîܐ ܐß Ìß ÿØܒÿÙܟ ܕܗܘÍØ ܗÌàÝØ ܕܐÌßܐ

ܕÍòåܩ Ìæâ : ̇ܕܒÌܘ ܬܪîܐ ܕÝàâܐ îܐܠ ܒÌ: ̱ܘĆßܐ Þß ܐܘܢ ܒû ܐýåܐ
  .ܙܒĆàܐ ܘæÙèܐ
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through receiving God via the mouth that he is able to live in us, both liter-
ally and figuratively. The injunction on impurity from the Sage is expanded 
to include an injunction against wrong speaking either in anger461 or her-
esy,462 and wrong actions.463 False doctrines and blasphemy were threats to 
Aphrahat’s community, so he is very concerned about wrong words leading 
his flock astray.464 In a reference to Judas, Aphrahat warns his audience: 
“Guard your lips from deception, for they give kisses to the son of the 
King.”465 Because the mouth and lips are the instruments by which Jesus 
enters into the person through the eucharist, the instruments must be kept 
clean, lest the Spirit becomes aggrieved. 

                                                 
461 D 14:16 (PS I/612.17–18) “And the sons of peace suppress arguing to be 

worthy of becoming sons of the Father in heaven.”  
̈ܘܒÍæܗܝ ܕĆãàüܐ ÍÝîÊåܢ æØûÏܐ ܕÍýåܘܢ ܕܒÙæܐ Ìåܘܘܢ Ćßܐܒܐ ܕܒÙãýܐ ̈

̱. 
One of the many means by which the followers of Jesus may become the sons 

of the Father is through no longer quarrelling and being angry. Aphrahat’s anti-
anger stance suggests that he has a pastoral concern of keeping a community func-
tioning together peacefully.  

462 “For who will give a reward to Marcion who did not confess our good 
Creator? And further who will answer Valentinian for his fast, who preached that 
there are many creators, saying that a perfect God has not been spoken and no 
intellect has studied him? And who will give a reward to the sons of darkness for 
the teaching of the impious Mani, who dwells in the darkness in the likeness of 
snakes, and the Chaldean art, the teaching of Babel? See all these fast, but their fast 
is not accepted.” D 3:9 (PS I/116.6–17)  

̇ܘÍæâ̇ ... Íæâ ܓÿå ûÙܠ ܐܓûܐ ÍÙøûãßܢ ܕĆßܐ Íâܕܐ ܒÓܒܐ îܒÍܕܢ

̱ ܕèܓÙܐçØ ܐÍåܢ îܒÍܕܘܗܝ̱ܬܘܒ ÍÙîûòåܗܝ ܨܘÍæÙÓæßÍß Ìâܣ ܕûÝâܙ
̈ ̈ :

ܘܬܪÿÙîܐ Ćßܐ : ̇ܘܐûâ ܕܐÌßܐ æãàýâܐ Ćßܐ ܐܬáàâ ܒĆâÍòܐ
̈ܘܐĆßܐ ÿå Íæâܠ Íñܪæîܐ ßܒÜÍýÏ Úæܐ ÌæòßÍØ ܕÚæâ ܪïÙüܐ... ùîܒÿܗ ̇ :

áܐ ܕܒܒæòßÍØ ܬܐÍØÊàÜ çÙÐàñܘܬܐ ܘÍÏ ܬÍâÊܐ ܒÜÍýÐܒ çØûãîܗܐ . ̈ܕ
  ÌàÜܘܢ ܗçÙß ܨçÙãØ ܘĆßܐ øÿâܒá ܨܘÌâܘܢ܀

463 In D 6:8 (PS I/272–276) Aphrahat’s exhortation explains in great poetic de-
tail the correct actions expected of solitaries, monks, virgins, and saints.  

464 D 1:19 (PS I/44.20–22, 24–26) “This is the faith of God’s Church: that one 
should separate oneself from […] empty doctrines, which are tools of the Evil 
One, from the flattery of sweet words, from blasphemy and from adultery.” 

̱ܗܕܐ ܗܝ ܗÍæãØܬܐ ܕÊîܬܗ ܕܐÌßܐ ̱ : çâ þåܩ ܐûñÿåܼܘܕ æòßÍØ̈ܐ (...) ̱

 çâܐ ܘñܕÍܓ çâܐ ܘÿÙàÏ ܐĆàâܐ ܕĆßܕÍü çâܐ ܘýÙܗܝ ܕܒÍåܐĆâ ܐùØăèܼ ܼ ܼ̈ ̈ ̱
̈

  : ܓÍܪܐ
465 D 9:10 (PS I/432.18–19) 

̱ܘÍòèܬܟ Îåܕܗܪ̈ܢ àñ çâܓÍܬܐ ܕúýæâ ܐÿå ܒß çØÌܒÝàâ ûܐ ܼ
̈. 
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Aphrahat uses two texts from the Hebrew scripture and one from the 
Pauline corpus to support his position concerning the transitory nature of 
the Spirit’s indwelling in human beings. The first proof comes from a dis-
cussion of Genesis 6:7. The sons of Adam are the first to grieve the Spirit: 
“And when they were many, they were corrupted and impious, until they 
saddened and grieved their Creator’s spirit by their sins, and he said, ‘I re-
gret that I made them’ (Gen 6:7).”466 The second example of the Spirit be-
ing aggrieved comes from 1 Samuel 16:14. Aphrahat uses this to exhort his 
audience to better behavior. Thus, he writes: 

I will teach you about that [which is] written, that the Spirit does not al-
ways remain with those who receive him. For it is written that Saul re-
ceived the Holy Spirit when he was anointed, but he grieved the Spirit 
and the Spirit left him. Then God sent to him instead an evil spirit.467 

Because of King Saul’s sin, Saul lost the indwelling of the Spirit he had re-
ceived. Paul’s exhortation is also quite direct, and it is the primary frame-
work from which Aphrahat works. Ephesians 4:30–32 says: 

And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, in whom you were sealed for 
the day of redemption. Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and 
clamor and slander be put away from you, with all malice, and be kind 
to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ 
forgave you. 

Aphrahat uses the passage to focus upon one of his primary pastoral 
concerns, that if his community continues to fight among themselves, there 
will be dire consequences. 

The sons of Adam who were destroyed in the Flood, King Saul, and 
Paul’s exhortation set the scriptural stage from which Aphrahat presents his 
interpretation of sin, which is defined as “grieving the Spirit.” The danger 
of sin is ever present, even for those who are to become temples of the Di-
vine, as Aphrahat warns in Dem. Six: “Therefore let us prepare our temples 
                                                 

466 D 18:2 (PS I/820.23–26) 
 ÌÏܪܘ ÍùÙîܘܐ ÍØûÜܘܢ ܐÌØÌÓÐܐ ܕܒĆâÊî Íïüܘܐܪ ÍàܒÏ ÍÙܓè ÊÜ̈ܘ

 .ܕܐܬܬܘÿØ ܕîܒÊܬ ܐÍåܢ: ܼܘܐûâ. ܕܒûܘÌØܘܢ
467 D 6:16 (PS I/297.19–24)  

ÃØÿÜܡ ܕÊâ Þß ܐåܐ êÙòâ ܐåܐ : ̱ܘܐÐÙÝü çܙܒ áÝܐ ܗܘܐ ܒĆß ܐÏ̱ܕܪܘ
ÌÙæàܒùâ ܬÍß̈ .ÃØÿÜ ûÙܐ ܓæÜܗ : Ìæâ ܬûܒî ܐܘܠüܐ ܕüܕÍøܐ ܕÏܪܘ

Ìß úÙîܕܐ áÓâ Ñýâܐܬ ÊÜ áܒøܐ : ܕÏܪܘ ÌÙòàÏ ܐÌßܐ Ìß ܪÊüܘ
 :ØÊâܒÿÙæܐ
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for the Spirit of Christ, and let us not grieve him so that he may not leave 
us.”468 In another passage, he defines the humble as those who are pleasing 
to the Spirit:  

Humility is planted among them and it brings fruits of faith and love. 
They are clothed by the Messiah as by a good bridegroom, and they 
guard [themselves] from all impurity. The Spirit whom they received 
dwells in them, he is loving with them, and they do not grieve him. They 
decorate their temples for the Great King, who enters and dwells in the 
people of rest and the humble.469 

The people who are able to keep the Spirit always within themselves are 
those who are quiet, meek, and humble.  

There seem to have been some in Aphrahat’s audience who were 
flouting these directives. We get the distinct impression that Aphrahat’s 
community was not comprised of meek and mild people; if it were so, then 
he would not have to continually commend all of these virtues so vocifer-
ously. Aphrahat tells us that within those who are sinful, Satan dwells, not 
God. F. Gavin explains this phenomenon: 

Aphraates taught that God was born in man when he by a free act of 
will acknowledged and recognized His Creator. This indwelling presence 
of God in the heart of man, His creature, is lost by sin. Aphraates inti-
mates that the sinner loses the presence of God by his sin, in that sin, 
(disobedience), is a declaration of unbelief or a repudiation of God’s 
primary relation to man as Creator and Lord.470 

A sure sign of Satan’s occupation of a person is jealousy or anger. This is a 
dangerous state which has terrible consequences, according to Aphrahat:  

But if he [Satan] hears a man in whom Christ dwells speaking hateful 
words, or angry, or quarrelling, or fighting, then Satan knows that Christ 

                                                 
468 D 6:14 (PS I/292.19–21)  

ܘĆßܐ Ìß úÙïå ܕĆßܐ ܬæüܐ ÃÙÓå áÙÝâ̈ : Ìß ܗûß çÙàÝØܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐ
çæâ. 

469 D 9:4 (PS I/413.23–416.4)  
ßܒñ . çÙýÙܐܪ̈ܝ ܗÍæãØܬܐ ܘÍÏܒܐØ÷åܒܐ ܒܓÍܗܘܢ ÍÝÙÝâܬܐ ܘÙîÍâܐ 

: ÐÙýãß Ìßܼܐ ܐÿÐå ÞØܐ Òܒܐ ܘĆãÒ ÌàÜ çâ Ìß çØûÓæâܐܘܬܐ
Íàܒøܐ ܕÏܘܢ ܪܘÌܐ ܒûãîܘ :Ìß çÙùÙïâ ܐĆßܘܢ ܘÌÙàî ܒܐÙܒÏܘ .

̈ܕîܐܠ ܘûüܐ ܒÐÙæܐ ܘܒÝÙÝãܐ: â̈÷ܒçØÿ ܗÌÙàÝØܘܢ Ýàãßܐ ܪܒܐ ̈ ̇ ̇. 
470 Gavin, “Aphraates and the Jews,” 145. 
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is not with the man, and Satan comes and performs his will in the 
man.471  

Satan watches to see when the Spirit leaves a person, then takes advantage 
of the situation to dwell in turn in the abandoned heart of the person.  

But a thief does not break into a house until he sees that its master is 
departing from it. Thus also Satan cannot draw near to acquire that 
house which is our body, until the Spirit of Christ departs from it.472  

Later in the passage, Aphrahat continues, “Satan does not have the knowl-
edge beforehand to know or see when the Spirit will depart, so that he [Sa-
tan] may come to rob the man; but he listens and watches, and so seizes.”473 
It is interesting to note that Satan is merely an astute observer; he takes ad-
vantage of the situation, but he is not the instigator. Aphrahat has a high 
regard for the free will of humanity to do good and to do evil. The person 
who was previously the temple of God becomes the temple of Satan be-
cause of this great free will. 

In Dem. Fourteen, Aphrahat describes in graphic detail how a person 
who is now a temple of Satan thinks and behaves:  

The Evil One puts his guards at the doors of [the man’s] thought,474 and 
his mind475 is disturbed by a multitude of seductions. […] His heart is 
like a solid rock […] He rises and prays as he does every day and he be-
gins and finishes his prayer and he crosses himself. But his heart is not 
aware of what his lips are saying. He studies the customary teachings 
with his mouth but his heart is void of all good. He cut off his attention 

                                                 
471 D 6:17 (PS I/304.10–14)  

̈ܐܢ ܕçâ ðãü çØ ܒû ܐýåܐ ܕûãî ܒÐÙýâ Ìܐ ܕܐĆàâ ûâܐ ÿÙæèܐ  ̈ ̇ ̇ ̱ ܼ ̇

̇ܗçØÊØ ܗܘ ÊØܥ æÓèܐ ܕÐÙýâܐ ÿÙß : ̇ܐܘ ÿãÏÿâ ܘå÷ܐ ܐܘ ÿÜÿâܫ ̱
ÌæÙܨܒ Ìܒ ûãܘܐܬܐ ܘܓ Ìãî̇ ̇: 

472 D 6:17 (PS I/301.17–20)  
âܐ ܕÎÏܐ ܕĆâÊî ܐÿÙܒ þàñ ܐĆß çØܒܐ ܕæ̇ܓ ̇Ìæâ ܐæýâ ܗû . ܐ ܐܦæÜܗ

æÓèܼܐ Ćßܐ ûùãß ÑÝýâܒ åÌßܐ ܒÿÙܐ ܕܗܘ ñܓûܢ ĆâÊîܐ ܕܪܘÏܐ 
Ìæâ ܐÙæýâ ܐÐÙýâܕ . 

473 D 6:17 (PS I/304.6–10)  
̱ܗæÜܐ ܐܦ æÓèܐ Ćßܐ ܗܘܐ ܐÿîÊØܐ ÿÙæâÊùâܐ ܐÌß ÿØ ܕÊåܥ 

ܐĆßܐ ܐܦ : ̇ܘÎÐåܐ ܐÿâܝ Ùæýâܐ ܪܘÏܐ ܘܐܬܐ àÐãß÷ܘܬܗ ßܒýåûܐ
̇ܗܘ ÿØ÷â ܘûÓå ܘÊîܐ ̇

ܼ. 
474 Syr. htbcjm mahshabteh. 
475 Syr. hny[r recyneh. 
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to the teaching of the Spirit; his intellect wanders to previous foolish-
ness. When his mind remembers [God], he groans within himself, and 
the Evil One comforts him and fills his heart. […] His heart is obscured 
and his intellect is dark. His mind is blinded and he gropes and stum-
bles.476  

The final result is that Satan gains an ignorant and blind slave. It is a 
daunting thought that Satan is capable of filling a person’s heart as easily as 
the Spirit. A key result of Satan’s occupation is the obscuring of the 
person’s mind, or intellectual faculty. Not only is the heart hardened, but 
the mind is blinded. This is directly opposite to how a sage’s mind is 
described by Aphrahat when it has ascended to heaven; the mind is able to 
see everything, and is not blind in any way. The next chapter of this work 
deals with this theme in greater detail. 

Aphrahat does hold out a faint hope for a person who has become Sa-
tan’s temple; it may only be temporary. The Spirit may return to the person 
if the person has repented and cleaned house, so to speak. 

Therefore, my friend, the Holy Spirit departs from a man who has re-
ceived him, but later he [the Spirit] returns and goes with him again. [If] 
Satan draws near to that man, to cause him to sin, and then the Holy 
Spirit may abandon him altogether.477  

The dire consequences of the Spirit abandoning someone forever are seen 
in Aphrahat’s warning that: “Whoever grieves the Spirit of Christ, (Eph 
4:30) shall not raise up his head from griefs.”478 If a person continues to 

                                                 
476 D 14:43 (PS I/700.10–12;14; 21–25; 701.2–4) 

ܘÊâܘܕäÙùâ ̱ : Ìß çØ ܒýÙܐ ÍÓåܪ̈ܘܗܝ áî ܬܪî̈ܐ ܕýÐâܒÿܗ)700.10–12(
ÌæÙîûß̈ ܒÍýܕĆßܐ èܓÙܐܐ  (...) ßܒÌ ܐîÍü ÞØܐ ûØûüܐ )700.14(...) (: ̈

ûýâ̇ܐ ܘäàýâ ܘÿÏܡ :  ܘĆß÷âܐ ܒÊÙïܐ ܕÍÙàÜܡ̇ øܐܡ)700.21–25(
̈ܘßܒĆß Ìܐ ûâܓþ ܒÊãܡ ܕܐÍòè Úùñܬܗ: ܨÍßܬܗ ̈ . ûòè ܐÊÙî çòßÍÙ̇ܒ

ÌâÍñ :ܐÿܒÒ çâ úÙòè Ìܒß̈ܘ : ïâܼܒçâ û ܒæòßÍØ Ìàܐ ܕܪܘÏܐ. ܼ
Ìß çòÙàØ Úàâܗ ܕܐܬÿÙîܐ ܬܪÙïÒܐ . ̈ܘÊÏ Ñåܬÿâ ÌæÙîܕ ܪÌîܕ çܒÎ̇ܒ

̱
 Íãîܛ ßܒÌ )701.2–4(...) (. ܘàâܒÌß Ã ܒýÙܐ ܘĆàâܐ ܒàܒÌ: ܒܓÊÏ Íܐ

ÌîÊâ ûØÍîܗ ܘÿÙîܐ ܬܪÜÍýÏܘ :áøܬÿâܐܫ ܘĆâ̇ܘ: 
477 D 6:17 (PS I/300.25–301.4)  

 Ìæàܒùâ ܐýåܐ ûܒ çâ ܐÙæýâ ܐüܕÍøܐ ܕÏܝ ܕܪܘÿâܐ ÚܒÙܒÏ ܐåܗ áÓâ̱ ܼ
̇ܗçØÊØ ܗܘ ûùâܒ æÓèܐ äî ܗܘ ܒýåûܐ . Êî̱ ܐܙßܐ ܘܐܬØܐ Íßܬܗ

̱
øܐ ܕÏܪܘ Ìæâ ûãܓß Ìß ܘܩûñܗܝ ܘܬÍÙîûýåܐ ܕæÝØܼܐ  .Íܕüܐ̱

478 D 6:1 (PS I/252.12–13). For the Syriac, see page 123. 
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grieve the Spirit, the person is condemned forever, remaining non-spiritual, 
constantly sinning, and ultimately becoming merely an animal. 

The departure of the Spirit from a Christian leaves the person prey to 
Satan and no longer a spiritual but merely an animal being. The Pauline de-
scription of the last days found in 1 Corinthians 15:35–58 is the chief inter-
pretive lens through which Aphrahat describes what happens to both the 
devout and the sinful. Aphrahat accepts fully the animal and spiritual di-
chotomy found in the Pauline text. The sinner is utterly animal, imitating 
the sinful Adam: a beast, ignorant of God, a dwelling place for Satan, na-
ked, accused, and indicted by the Spirit. The saint, on the other hand, is 
entirely spiritual: a likeness of Jesus the heavenly Adam, clothed, protected, 
defended by the Spirit, and a temple of God.479  

The Holy Spirit is key in the determination of whether or not a person 
is spiritual or animal, heavenly, or earthly. The Spirit may be either, as it 
were, a defense lawyer or a prosecuting attorney before the tribunal of the 
Lord. The Spirit may function as a defense lawyer before God to protect 
the person who honors the Spirit’s indwelling: 

And whoever worships the Spirit, and guards it safely in himself in pu-
rity, in that day the Holy Spirit shall guard him, and he shall become all 
of the spirit, and shall not be found naked; as the Apostle said: “Oh 
would that we could be clothed and not found to be naked.” (2 Cor 
5:3) 480  

The Spirit is not only the defense attorney but also the haberdasher for the 
spiritual person. The Spirit provides the clothing to protect the person from 
judgment. A court informant and prosecuting attorney are other functions 
for the Spirit, depending upon the actions of the person in whom he dwells. 
“This Spirit goes often and stands before God and beholds his face, and [if 
anyone] harms the temple in which he dwells, [the Spirit] will accuse him 
before God.”481 The role of the Spirit is dependent upon the actions of the 

                                                 
479 Cf. D 22:6 (PS I/1001), D 22:9 (PS I/1029) and D 23:11 (PS II/29–33). 
480 D 6:18 (PS I/308.19–24)  

̇ܒÌܘ ĆâÍØܐ ÿéâܪܐ : ܘܐæØܐ ܕûß ûùÙâܘÏܐ ܘÿéâܬܪܐ ܒÌ ܒÍÙÜÊܬܐ

 ÞØܐ áÒûî ÑÜÿýâ ܐĆßܕܪܘܚ ܘ ÌàÜ Ìß ܐ ܘܗܘܐüܕÍøܐ ܕÏܪܘ Ìß
ܼܕܐûâ ܗܘ ÐÙàüܐ ܼ :áÒûî ÑÜÿýå ܐĆß çýܒßܐ ܕĆâ çØܘܦ ܕÿüܕܐ . 

481 D 6:15 (PS I/297.15–18)  
̱ܗܝ ܗܕܐ ܪܘÏܐ ܐܙßܐ ܒÎàÝܒç ܘ ܼÌñܨܘûñ ܐØÎÏܐ ܘÌßܡ ܐÊø ܐĆãÙø :

̱ܘçâ ܕÌâܪ ĆàÝØÌßܐ ܕØûüܐ ܒø ÌܒĆàܐ Íàîܗܝ Êøܡ ܐÌßܐ܀  ̇ 
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person in whom the Divine dwells. Thus if the person sins, the Spirit is ac-
cusing; if the person is holy, the Spirit is protective.  

The Divine clothes the holy person, but the sinful person is found 
naked in the sight of God. Salvation means being well clad by the Spirit. As 
Aphrahat explains: 

And the man [who] grieves the Spirit of Christ will be in the animal soul 
in his resurrection because the heavenly Spirit is not in him, so that sen-
suality482 [animal passions] might be swallowed up. But when he shall 
arise he shall remain in his natural state, naked from the Spirit, because 
he stripped off from him the Spirit of Christ; he shall be given [over] to 
the greatest nakedness.483 

Aphrahat interprets scripture in terms of grieving the Spirit in a far more 
categorical manner than later authors. For him, if one grieves the Spirit, He 
will leave, end of the story. So it is of the utmost importance that all who 
have the Spirit dwelling within them stay pure and keep the Spirit happy 
with prayer, right actions, and right thoughts. 

Impurity and the means by which to avoid it, is also a concern of two 
fellow Syrians of Aphrahat’s who wrote after his time, Ephrem the Syrian 
and Macarius. Ephrem uses similar language to the Sage, including that the 
person may be a temple and that “dung” may despoil the person. For 
Ephrem, the temple is both the body of the person and sometimes the 
mind.484 The temple imagery is fully fleshed out including the clergy, sacri-
fice and offering, as Ephrem explains: 

                                                 
482 Syr. ܐÿÙæýòå napshānāytā, sensuality can also mean animal passions.  
The Holy Spirit’s role in this passage is reminiscent of Gabriel’s role of bring-

ing the prayers to the heavenly altar, but Gabriel may be characterized as a delivery 
boy while the Holy Spirit is the prosecuting attorney.  

 483 D 6:18 (PS I/308.13–19)  
úÙïâ ܐÐÙýâܕ ÌÏܘûßܐ ܕýåܐ û̱ܘܒ : áÓâ þòæܗ ܒÿãÙùܒ Ìß ܗܘܐ

Øܐ ܐĆß ܐÿÙæÙãü ܐÏܐܕܪܘÿÙæýòå Ìܒ ðàܬܗ ܕܬܬܒÍß ÌØÿ . ܐĆâ ܐĆßܐ
ܼܕÍø äøܝ Ìß ܒçâ ÚàÒÊî ÊÜ ÌæÙÝ ܪܘÏܐ áÓâ ܕûß ÚèûñܘÌÏ ܕÐÙýâܐ  ܼ

 .ÌØÿâܒ ÍòßܪÙèܐ ܪܒܐ
484 In Heresies 42:4, Ephrem writes of the body as becoming God’s new temple 

which replaces the Temple on Mt. Zion. Edmund Beck, Hymnen Contra Haereses: Des 
Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers, vol. 169 (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1957), 
169. See Brock’s observations about Ephrem’s temple imagery in The Luminous Eye, 
37 and Hans J. W. Drijvers, “Body and Soul a Perennial Problem,” in Dispute Poems 
and Dialogues in the Ancient and Mediaeval Near East: Forms and Types of Literary Debates 
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Let us be builders of our own minds into shrines485 suitable for God. If 
the Lord dwells in your house, honor will come to your door. How 
much your ‘honor’ will increase if God dwells within you. Be a temple486 
for him, even a priest, and serve him within your shrine.487 Just as for 
your sake he became priest, sacrifice, and libation; you, for his sake, be-
come shrine, priest, and sacrificial offering. Since your mind will become 
a shrine, do not leave any filth in it; do not leave in God’s house any-
thing hateful to God. Let us be adorned as God’s house, with what is at-
tractive to God. If anger is there, lewdness abides there too; if rage is 
there, fumes will rise from there. Expel grudges from there, and jeal-
ousy, whose reek is abhorrent. Bring in and install love there, as a censer 
full of fragrant incense. Gather up and take the dung out, odious liaisons 
and bad habits. Strew good fellowship around it, like blossoms and 
flowers. But instead of roses and lilies, decorate it with prayers.488 

This passage has many themes in common with Aphrahat: building, the 
mind as a temple, the indwelling of God, a holy sanctuary which functions 
with a priesthood and sacrifice, impure thoughts as dung, cautions against 

                                                                                                             
in Semitic and Related Literatures, eds. Gerrit J. Reinink and Herman L. J. Vanstiphout 
(Leuven: OLA, 1991), 121–134.  

485 Syr. ܐèÍå̈  nawsē. 
486 Syr. áÝØܗ haykal. 
487 Syr. ÞèÍå nawsek. 
488 2nd Sermon “On Reproof” in Edmund Beck, Sermones I: Des Heiligen 

Ephraem Des Syrers, vol. 350 (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1970), lines 93–
122, page 14. 

Ìå̇ܐ ܒÙæܐ ܕܪèÍå çÙæÙîܐ ܕĆß çÙÐýÏܐÌßܐ ܪܒܐ ܒܒÿÙܟ ܐܢ ûüܐ  ̇ ̈ ̈ ̈
̇ܐûùØܐ ÿßܪÞî ܗܘܐ ĆãÜܐ ܗå áÙÜܐܪܒ ܬܪÞî ܐܢ ûüܐ ܒÞ ܐÌßܐ  ̇

̇ܗܘܝ Ìß ܗĆàÝØܐ ܐܦ ûâÍÜܐ ܘܒܓÌÙýãü ÞèÍå Íܝ ܐÞØ ܕܗܘܐ 

ÿàÓâܟ åÌÜܐ ܘܕܒÐܐ ܘÙøÍåܐ ܘܗܘܝ ܐÿàÓâ ÿåܗ èÍåܐ ܘûâÍÜܐ 
Ìܩ ܒÍܒüܐ ܬĆß ÞæÙîܐ ܪèÍå ܐ ܕܗܘܐæܪܒÍøܩ ̇ܘÍܒüܐ ܬĆß ܨܐܘܬܐ 

Ò÷å̇ܒÿ ܒÿÙ ܐÌßܐ ܒÊãܡ ܕñܐܐ  ܒÿÙ ܐÌßܐ Êâܡ ܕæèܐ ĆßܐÌßܐ
ĆßܼܐÌßܐ ÿãÏܐ ܐÌåܐ ܕܐÿØ ܬçâ ܨåÍæÏܐ Øûüܐ ܬçâ ܪܘܓÎܐ ܐÌåܘ  ܼ ܼ
 ÊØÊåܐ ܕĆãéÏܘ çâܬ çâ ܐÿÜܐ úñܐ çâܬ ûÓî ܐæåܬ çâܬ ÿØܼܕܐ ̇
̈ܪÌÐØ ܐäÙè áî ܬÍÏ çâܒܐ çâûÙñ ܕĆàâܐ ܒæãéܐ ÍæÜܫ ܐúñ ܙܒĆàܐ 

òùå Ìæâ̈ܐ Ùæèܐ ܘÊÙîܐ ܒÊܘܪ ܒ ̈ ̈ ÞØܐ ܘܐÐùñ ÞØܒܐ ܐÒ ܐæÙæî Ì̈ ̈ ̈
̈ܗܒܒܐ ܘóàÏ ܘܪܕܐ ܘæüÍüܐ ܨܒÌØÿܝ ܒ÷Íßܬܐ ̈ ̈  

Translated by Sidney Griffith in “A Spiritual Father for the Whole Church: the 
Universal Appeal of St. Ephraem the Syrian,” Hugoye, http://www.acade.cua.edu/ 
syrcom/Hugoye/Vol1No2/HV1N2Griffith.html: Vol. 1, No. 2, July 1998, 35.  
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anger and rage.489 Aphrahat presents the dung soiling the person’s temple as 
wrong words, heresy or blasphemy. Of secondary concern for the Sage is 
wrong action or sins which ruin the indwelling the Spirit. Ephrem writes 
that the dung are bad habits and adultery. So his emphasis is more on the 
practical level rather than on wrong speech. However, Ephrem’s poem may 
also serve as a lovely summary of Aphrahat’s theology. 

Macarius, or Macarius of Egypt, is another important author for our 
study. He most likely wrote his works originally in Syriac. He too writes of 
the person as a temple of God and has many concerns about purity. Fol-
lowers of Christ may become temples, but due to their sinfulness, most 
people are not worthy of becoming temples of God. Macarius explains this 
with a parallel between a person being the temple of Satan or the temple of 
the Holy Spirit. “We have not yet been made ‘the temple of God’ (1 Cor 
3:16) and the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit, for we are still the temple of 
idols and the receptacle of evil spirits because of our attachment to the pas-
sions.”490 Macarius’ concern about the polluting effects of the passions is a 
more Greek philosophical concern, though Aphrahat would agree that any 
anger, lust, or envy would preclude the Holy Spirit from dwelling within the 
“passionate” person.491 A further, more pastoral, passage has a similar de-
scription of a dirty (sinful) person as one who has foul smells and dung 
within. Along the same lines, Aphrahat uses the phrase “dung and mud,” 
and Macarius is very much in harmony with Aphrahat’s sentiments. 

For human nature itself tends to form a fellowship with the demons and 
the evil spirits equally as well as with the angels and the Holy Spirit. It is 
the temple of Satan or the temple of the Holy Spirit. Now, give a look at 
your mind, brothers. With whom are you in fellowship: the angels or the 
demons? Whose temple are you, the dwelling place of God or the devil? 
With what treasure is your heart filled: grace or Satan? Just as a house 
that has been filled with foul smells and dung, it must be completely 
cleaned up and put in order and filled with every fragrance and all treas-

                                                 
489 Aphrahat uses similar references to dung and mud in D 3:2 (PS I/101.18–

22). See page 123.  
490 Homily 25.4, lines 65–67. Dörries, Die 50 Geistlichen Homilien des Makarios, 

201–202. Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 161. 
“οπω γεγóναμεν ναòς θεο καì οκητριον πνεματος γíου? τι    

γáρ σμεν ναòς εδẃλων καì δοχεον πνευμáτων πονηρíας διà τν πì   
τà πáθη ρμν.” 

491 See Aphrahat’s use of Satan temple, page 126. 
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ures, so it is that the Holy Spirit may come instead of Satan and may 
find rest in the souls of Christians.492 

Macarius’ passage has almost exact parallels with Ephrem’s; the dirty temple 
smells so much that it has to be cleaned up before the pure fragrance of the 
Holy Spirit may enter. Ephrem writes of prayers as flowers, Macarius does 
not make clear what the fragrance is but it is likely a reference to incense 
and/or other sweet smells associated with the temple.  

To lose the Spirit means no longer to be the dwelling place of the di-
vine and thus no longer a temple of the Spirit. The Spirit is offended by 
sinful acts, when the heart becomes so dirty that it is uninhabitable. If this 
occurs, Satan may inhabit the heart. Satan may only dwell there, if there is a 
vacancy in an individual’s heart left by the Divine vacating the premises, so 
to speak. Interestingly, in 2 Baruch, the Jerusalem temple is not only vacated 
by God, but the enemies are invited in: “Enter, enemies, and come, adver-
saries, because he who guarded the house has left it.”493 Baruch describes 
God’s abandonment of the Jerusalem temple; Aphrahat interiorizes this in 
describing how the Spirit abandons the human temple when it is grieved. 2 
Baruch is a second temple Jewish text which deals with temple imagery and 

                                                 
492 Homily 27.19, lines 277–286. Dörries, Die 50 Geistlichen Homilien des 

Makarios, 228–229. Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 182. See also Hom-
ily 15.33, Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 120. See a very similar pas-
sage in Aphrahat with reference to dung and mud, page 123. 

“πειδ ατ  φúσις κοινωνικ στι τν διαμóνων καì πνευμáτων  
τς πονηρíας, μοíως καì γγéλων καì πνεúματος γíου? ναóς στι το 
σαταν καì ναòς το γíοú πνεúματος. λοιπòν πισκéψασθε τòν νον   
μν, δελφοí, τíνος στè κοινωνοí, γγéλων  διαμóνων? τíνος στè   
ναòς καì οκητριον, θεο  διαβóλου? καρδíα ποíου θησαυρο μεμéσ-
ωται,τς χáριτος  το σαταν? σπερ ον οκíαν μεμεστωμéνην δυσω- 
δíας καì κοπρíας, χρ ταúτην καθαρισθναι τò λον καì κοσμηθναι καì
πληρωθναι πáσης εωδíας καí θησαυρν, στε πνεμα γιον λθεν   
ντì το σαταν καì παναπαναι ες τàς ψυχàς τν Χριστιανν.” 

493 2 Baruch 8.1. The Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch, or 2 Baruch, is set in the period 
following the destruction of Jerusalem in 587/6 B.C.E., but it is probably written in 
reaction to the destruction of the Second temple in 70 C.E. 2 Baruch probably 
originates from the Palestine region written in Hebrew, dating from approximately 
100–120 C.E. The Syriac text survives in a 6th century manuscript, presumably 
translated from the Greek. A. F. J. Klijn, “2 (Syriac Apocalypse of) Baruch,” OTP, 
1:616. The critical edition is: Apocalypse de Baruch, SC vol. 144 and 145, ed. Pierre 
Bogaert (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1969). 
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has some remarkable parallels with Aphrahat. Another early Jewish author 
with some similar ideas to the Sage’s is Philo of Alexandria.494 

Connections between Philo of Alexandria and Aphrahat may seem to 
be a stretch; nevertheless, I am following the lead of A. Guillaumont who 
suggests rather strongly that Aphrahat did know of Philo’s tradition con-
cerning Moses and his sexual continence.495 In terms of temple imagery, 
Aphrahat seems to be unaware of Philo’s idea of the whole cosmos as a 
temple.496 However, Philo of Alexandria similarly writes of God leaving the 
dwelling place of the soul if it is unworthy.  
                                                 

494 Philo (20 B.C.E. to 50 C.E.) was an Alexandrian Jew who presented the 
Hebrew scriptures through a Greek philosophical lens. His writings had a great 
influence on Origen and many other Christian writers. Maryanne Cline Horowitz, 
“The Image of God in Man—Is Woman Included?” HTR 72, 3–4 (July-October 
1979), 175–206 and Mark Harding, “Josephus and Philo,” in Prayer from Alexander to 
Constantine: A Critical Anthology, ed. Mark Kiley (London: Routledge, 1997), 86–91. 

495 Philo’s On the Life of Moses, II, XIV, 68,69. Philo of Alexandria, Les Oeuvres de 
Philon d’Alexandrie, vol. 22, De Vita Mosis, eds. Roger Arnaldez, Jean Pouilloux, and 
Claude Mondésert (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1967), 223 and Philo, The Works of Philo, 
trans. Charles D. Yonge (New York: Hendrickson Pub., 1993), 497. Antoine Guil-
laumont notes the importance of this idea in “Philon et Les Origines du 
Monachisme,” chap. in Philon d’Alexandrie, Lyon, 11–15 Septembre 1966 (Paris: 
CNRS, 1967; Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 1979), 361–373. Guillaumont highlights that 
Jerome and Epiphanus also mention this exegetical tradition. Aphrahat has a simi-
lar idea concerning Moses’ purity in D 18:6–7 (PS I/832.1). The Sage argues that 
virginity is better than marriage and he uses Moses as an example to support his 
argument because Moses did not have any children for forty years. Because of 
Moses’ continence, Aphrahat writes: “Moses loves holiness, and he was loved by 
the Holy One, who showed him His Glory.” D 18:7 (PS I/832.24–25)  

 .üÍâܼܐ ܪÍýØÊø äÏܬܐ ܘܐܬܪýØÊø çâ äÏܐ ܘÌØÍÏ ܐûùØܗ
496 Philo considers the whole cosmos to be the temple of God. The world is 

God’s temple, but even though this is true, people need to have an earthly place 
where they may ask for forgiveness and offer sacrifices and thanksgiving, so there is 
also an earthly temple. Since there is only one God, there is only one temple. As he 
writes in his text On the Special Laws: 

The highest, and in the truest sense the holy, temple of God is, as we must believe, the 
whole universe, having for its sanctuary the most sacred part of all existence, even heaven, 
for its votive ornaments the stars, for its priests the angels who are servitors to his powers, 
unbodied souls, not compounds of rational and irrational natures, as ours are, but with the 
irrational eliminated, all mind through and through, pure intelligences, in the likeness of the 
monad.  

De specialibus legibus I, XII, 66–67. Philo of Alexandria, The Special Laws, 136–
139. Philo of Alexandria, Les Oeuvres de Philon d’Alexandrie, 48–50. 
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Since, therefore, he invisibly enters into this region of the soul, let us 
prepare that place in the best way the case admits of, to be an abode 
worthy of God; for if we do not, he, without our being aware of it, will 
quit us and migrate to some other habitation, which shall appear to him 
to be more excellently provided.497 

Aphrahat’s description of the Spirit leaving a person is very similar to 
Philo’s own portrayal of God’s dwelling within the soul. Philo and Aphra-
hat focus on the interior dwelling of God, whereas Baruch primarily deals 
with God dwelling in the Jerusalem temple. It may be that Aphrahat did 
have access to a few of Philo’s works or that our Sage is echoing a com-
monly held Jewish tradition which is also evident in Philo’s writings. The 
latter scenario is the most plausible. Although it is not possible to prove the 
influence of Second Temple Jewish literature on the Syrian Christian au-
thors, at least it does show that great minds think alike. 

Aphrahat has analogous ideas to some earlier Jewish authors and later 
Syriac Christians have comparable concerns to the Sage. The late fifth to 
early sixth century Syriac writer Philoxenus of Mabbug deals with the whole 
question of the Spirit living in a person after He was dwelling within for 
some time.498 Aphrahat’s view differs significantly from the later author; 
however, that it is a topic of concern is important. S. Brock contrasts 
Aphrahat and Philoxenus of Mabbug: 

                                                                                                             
“Τò μèν νωτáτω καì πρòς λθειαν ερòν θεο νομíζειν τòν σúμ-  

παντα χρ κóσμον εναι, νεẁ μèν χοντα τò γιẃτατον τς τν ντων  
οσíας μéρος, ορανóν, ναθματα δè τοùς στéρας, ερéας δè τοùς π-
οδιακóνους ατο τν δυνáμεων γγéλους, σωμáτους ψυχáς, ο κρá-
ματα κ λογικς καì λóγου φúσεως, οας τàς μετéρας εναι συμβéβη- 
κεν, λλ´  κτετμημéνας τò λογον, λας δι´ λων νοερáς, λογισμοùς κ-
ραιφνες, μονáδι μοιουμéνας.” 

497 On the Cherubim, Part 2 XXIX (98) Philo of Alexandria, Les Oeuvres de Philon 
d’Alexandrie, vol. 3, De Cherubim, eds. Roger Arnaldez, Jean Pouilloux, and Claude 
Mondésert (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1961), 66. See also Philo, The Works of Philo, 90. 

“´Επειδ τοíνυν ορáτως τóδε τς ψυχς χωρíον εσδúεται, παρασκ-
ευáζωμεν τóν τóπον κενον ς νεστι κáλλιστον, ξιóχρεων νδιαíτη- 
μα θεο γενησóμενον. ε δè μ, λσεται μεταναστàς ες τερον οκον, ς
ν μεινον ατ δοκ δεδημιουργσθαι.” 

498 Philoxenus of Mabbug, d. 523, is one of the most important Syriac theolo-
gians of the fifth to sixth centuries who also dealt with the Chalcedonian chris-
tological controversies. See Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, 102–133. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



136 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

 ‘Grieving the Spirit’ to both men implies failure to allow the Spirit to 
work within oneself, in other words failure to co-operate with the Spirit; 
the resulting absence of the ‘fruits of the Spirit’ are described by Aphra-
hat in terms of the Spirit’s departure, whereas for Philoxenus the Spirit 
is still present, but rendered inactive.499  

If devout ascetics honor the Spirit then they will become temples, but if 
they commit a grievous enough sin, the Spirit will leave and they will no 
longer be temples of God. The prospect of the permanent removal of the 
Spirit from previously blessed adherents is quite unsettling for anyone who 
is attempting to become a temple of God. This may explain why approxi-
mately 150 years later, Philoxenus tempers the tenor of this concept to say 
that the Spirit is inactive rather than completely absent.500  

From the warning in Ephesians 4:30 that one must not “grieve the 
Spirit” we see a great deal has been written about what this means for the 
Christian believer and what may cause the Spirit to leave a person. Aphrahat 
writes that wrong words are the main culprit, for example: blasphemy, 
treachery, anger, and heresy. He also writes that if a person persists in sin-
ning then the Spirit’s vacating the person will be permanent. The person 
has no hope of the Spirit returning. Other authors, both Jewish and Chris-
tian have similar ideas about the divine leaving a person. Ephrem the Syrian 
and Macarius both write of the person as the temple of the Spirit and warn 
that one should not be a temple of Satan. Ephrem thinks that grieving the 

                                                 
499 Brock, The Holy Spirit in the Syrian Baptismal Tradition, 47. 
500 Philoxenus’ letter “On the Indwelling of the Holy Spirit” deals directly with 

the question of the Spirit leaving and states that the purpose of baptism is “that we 
should be temples for [God], and that he should dwell within us continually.”  

Ìܒ ûØÊå ÿØܐæÙâܐ ܘܐĆàÝØܗ Ìß ܘܐÌåܐ ܕĆß̈ܐ 
Philoxenus then quotes 1 Cor 3:16 and 1 Cor 6:19–20, and continues, “If then 

you are temples (ܐĆàÝØ̈ܗ  hayklē) and shrines (ܐèÍå̈  nawsē) of God because of the 
Spirit of God dwelling within us, then no sin, by act or by thought, can destroy the 
temple of God. For sin that is committed by some action is different from the de-
nial of God.”  

̈ܐܢ ܗáÙÜ ܗĆàÝØܐ ܐÿåܘܢ ܘèÍåܐ ܕܐÌßܐ ÍÓâ̇ܠ ܕûãî ܒç ܪܘÏܐ : ̈

Ćß̇ܐ Ø÷âܐ ÿÙÓÏܐ ܕܗ: ܕܐÌßܐ ܕܬÿèܘܪ : ̇ܘØܐ ܒïܒÊܐ ܐܘ ܒüÍÐܒܐܼ
: ܼܐûÏܬܐ ܗܝ ܓÿÙÓÏ ûÙܐ ܕܗܘØܐ ܒåăîÍéܐ. ĆàÝØÌßܐ ܕܐÌßܐ

  .ܘܐåûÏܐ ܗܘ ÍòÜܪØܐ ܕܒܐÌßܐ
The letter in English is in S. Brock, Syriac Fathers on Prayer, 107–108, from the 

Syriac in Antoine Tanghe, “Memra de Philoxéne de Mabboug sur l’inhabitation du 
Saint Esprit,” Le Muséon, 73 (1960): 39–71. This Syriac passage is from Tanghe, 43.  
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Spirit involves more practical actions than Aphrahat, that of adultery and 
rage. Macarius’ emphasis is about control of the passions, a very Greek phi-
losophical concern. Philo of Alexandria writes that God may leave the hu-
man soul as long as it is unworthy. Philoxenus of Mabbug, a later Syriac 
author, mitigates Aphrahat hard line on the Spirit leaving a person perma-
nently, to write that the Spirit only leaves temporarily until the person cor-
rects the problems. Aphrahat works within a larger milieu of thought and 
has his own interpretations on Ephesians 4:30 but he has many different 
companions who also write about the grieving of the Spirit. 

The divine indwelling a person and then leaving is a popular topic for 
both Jewish and Christian authors. Aphrahat is dealing with a well tread 
topic, possibly he may be following the lead of earlier authors, Philo, Ba-
ruch, and the Odist. He also is of the stream of thought which continued 
after the Sage leading to Philoxenus. For Aphrahat, the Lord comes in the 
door entering the inner person, where he dwells in the temple of the heart. 
The person offers the sacrifice of prayer on the altar of the heart and strives 
to remain sinless. When a person does sin, then repentance must immedi-
ately occur or the Spirit may be grieved and leave. As Ephrem, Aphrahat, 
and Macarius agree, the resulting stench of sin in the soul must be cleaned 
through repentance. To guard against the possibility of becoming a beast 
instead of a spiritual person, one must keep ever vigilant in thought and 
action. The result of the good acts and refraining from evil is that, after 
death and when the last judgment occurs, the Spirit will intercede on behalf 
of the person before Christ and thereby the person will be saved.501 But 
even before the last judgment, the Sage, who is a temple of God, is allowed 
to fulfill the Matthean beatitude—he can see God in this life. 

                                                 
501 Cf. D 6:15 (PS I/297.8–18). 
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4 THE SAGE “MAY” SEE GOD 

In Aphrahat’s writings, the journey of becoming a divine temple begins 
with faith in Christ, and proceeds through baptism, eucharist, ascetic dedi-
cation, and indwelling by God. The journey ends in the ability to see God 
with the spiritual eyes of the heart. Within Aphrahat’s corpus there are four 
passages in which the human being has a personal and immediate interac-
tion with the divine, commonly described as “seeing God.” These passages 
may be very generally categorized as ascent texts. They illustrate Aphrahat’s 
close connection with apocalyptic and with Merkabah mystical thought. 
Aphrahat’s temple imagery has deep mystical roots stemming from Merka-
bah and Hekhalot literature. He is part of the same mystical tradition as a 
number of Second Temple Jewish texts. There are many currents in this 
stream, he is but one of them. It would be pure speculation on my part to 
presume direct influence, although we can see many affinities between the 
Sage and these various texts. The ascent to the heavens occurs in the fol-
lowing important passages: Dem. 18:4, Dem. 14:35, Dem. 23:59, and Dem. 
10:8.  

The first named passage found in Dem. Eighteen describes God’s 
revelation and Moses’ ascent on Mt. Sinai.  

Passage #1 - Dem. 18:4 (PS I/828.4–18) Moses went up to Mount Sinai, 
entered into the cloud, and received the commandment. Moses saw the 
shining splendor, was afraid, and quaked. Trembling seized him, for he 
saw the Shekintā of the Most High which drew near to the mountain, the 
great power of the throne of God, to which the myriads and thousands 
minister, veiling their faces from his shining splendor. They rush and 
swiftly fly with their wings, calling, sanctifying, and exalting his maj-
esty.502 They are watchful, prepared, and swiftly rushing; [they are] 
adorned, beautiful, excellent, and desirable. They rush, sanctifying, ac-

                                                 
502 Syr. ܬܐÍܪܒ rabbutā. 
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complishing his commandment, ascending and descending in the air, 
like swift lightning flashes.503 

The above is the paradigmatic account of a person ascending to see the 
Divine within Aphrahat’s ascent passages. 

The next passage, Dem. 14:35, recounts the ascent of an unnamed sage. 
This Demonstration is addressed to the churches of Seleucia and Ctesi-
phon, and to the wider audience of God’s children. This ascent passage is 
to be read, and possibly even experienced, by everyone who is willing to 
lead an ascetic life. 

Passage #2 - Dem. 14:35 (PS I/661.6–664.7) 

Whoever has the door of his heart open acquires it [the treasure of 
God], and whoever spreads the wings of his intellect504 inherits it. It 
dwells in the diligent man, and it is implanted in the heart of the sage. 
His nerves are set firmly in their sources, and he gains the hidden treas-
ure. His thought505 flies over the heights, and his reflection506 descends 
to the depths. Depicted within his [the sage’s] heart are amazing things, 
and the eyes of his senses perceive the edges of the seas. All created 
things are enclosed within his thought, and his disposition to receive 
[more] becomes vast. He [the Sage] is a great temple507 for his maker: 
and the King of the heights comes and dwells in him, raises his intellect 
to the heights and makes his thought soar to the sanctuary, revealing to 
him treasures of all sorts. His mind508 wanders because of the vision, his 

                                                 
503 D 18:4 (PS I/828.4–18)  

üÍâ úàèܐܼܘåÊøÍñ áܒøܐ ܘææïܒ áîܘ ÚæÙèܪܐ ܕÍÓß ܐ . ܼܐüÍâ ܐÎÏܼܘ
ܙÍØܐ üܒÐÙܐ ܘܐܬܪܗܒ ܘܙܥ ܘܪܬÿØܐ ܐÊÏܗ ܕÎÏܐ ÿæÙÝüܗ ܕܪĆâܐ 
 Ìß çÙýãýâܐ ܕĆâܐ ܕÌßܕܐ ÌÙèܪÍÜܐ ܪܒܐ ܕĆàÙÏ ܪܐÍÒ áî ÿÝãèܕ

ܼܪ̈ܒÍܬܐ ܘܐòßܐ çÙéÝâ ܐÌÙñܘܢ çâ ܙÍØܗ üܒÐÙܐ ̈ ̈ : çÙÏûñܘ çÙÒܘܪܗ
̈ܒܓÌÙòܘܢ ĆàÙàøܐ çØûÙî ܘçØÊØÿî : ܘçØûø ܘçÙüÊùâ ܘûß çÙâûâûâܒÍܬܗ: ̈

ܪܗçÙÒ ܘçÙüÊùâ : ܗܕçØûØ ܘØܐçØ ܘñܐçØ ܘܪܓÙܓçÙ: ܘçÙàÙàø ܒăܗÌÙÒܘܢ
ÌåÊøÍñ çØûãܐ܀: ܘܓĆàÙàø ܐøăܒ ÞØܒܐܐܪ ܐ çØÿÐåܘ çÙùàè̈ 

504 Syr. ܗÿÙîܬܪ tarciteh.  
The translations of the following terms have been standardized for ease of 

comparisons in English: intellect is ܐÿÙîܬܪ tarcitā; thought ܐÿܒýÐâ mahshabtā; 
reflection ܐÿÙåûâ marnitā; mind ܐæÙîܪ recyānā; and understanding ܐîÊâ madcā>  

505 Syr. ܗÿܒýÐâ mahshabteh. 
506 Syr. ܗÿÙåûâ marniteh.  
507 Syr. ܐĆàÝØܗ hayklā. 
508 Syr. ÌæÙîܪ recyaneh.  
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heart is captivated509 by all his senses, and a thing he never knew is re-
vealed to him. He regards it and observes the place, and his mind is 
awestruck with all that he sees. All the Watchers are eager to minister to 
him and the Seraphs cry “holy” to his glory, flying with their swift 
wings, and their white and shining garments, veiling their faces from his 
shining, rushing more swiftly than the wind.510  

                                                 
509 Syr. ܒܐÿýâ meshtebā. The Divine captivates the Sage’s mind through the 

enormous magnitude of the vision. Aphrahat uses the term again in D 10:8, “when 
I saw them my understanding was captivated with the great treasury. And as I 
looked upon it, it dazzled my eyes, and captivated my thoughts,…” Captivity and 
its cognates are used almost fifty times throughout the Demonstrations. The vast ma-
jority of references are to the Babylonian captivity; (D 2:13, D 4:9, D 5:8–9, D 
13:13, D 14:41, D 15:7, D 21:6, D 23:5, 20, 19–20, 64–65) and to Daniel’s prayer 
which released the prisoners from the evil king, Daniel 9:18–20 (See D 3:15, D 
14:15, D 19:1, 8,10–11, 13; D 21:18). There are a few interesting exceptions to the 
common references to the Babylonian captivity, two are noted above with refer-
ence to God captivating the Sage’s senses. Another reference is to the Jews capti-
vating some Christians with their arguments, so Aphrahat must refute the Jews (D 
18:1). Finally, Aphrahat refers to marriage captivating a man’s mind with worldly 
love rather than divine love of virginity (D 18:10). In reference to humility Aphra-
hat uses captivity in a peculiar sense: “The humble one associates with the proud 
and the haughty, but he takes captive and controls all of his understanding. Humil-
ity pulls down strongholds and overcomes passion and anger.” D 9:3 (PS I/412.9–
13)  

̇ܘüܒܐ ܘûøÿâ :ÌîÊâ ÌàÝß Ìß áùüܒ ÝÙÝâܐ Íßܬ ܪĆâܐ ܘûØÿÏܐ ̇ .
 ܘÝñÌâܐ ÿãÏܐ ܘܒÊàïܒܒÍܬܐ܀: ÿè̈ܪܐ ÍÝÙÝâܬܐ æéÏܐ ÊØăâܐ

For Aphrahat, humility is a divine gift. This passage from D 9:3 is very similar 
to those both of D 10:8 and 14:35, in which God takes the devout person’s mind 
prisoner. The faithful and humble person will be captivated by the divine, rather 
than by the earthly concerns.  

510 D 14:35 (PS I/661.6–664.7)  
Ìß ÑÝýâ Ìܒß ܬܪܥ ÑØÿñܕ :Ìß ܬûØ ܗÿÙîܬܪ ÚòæÜ ܣûñ̇ܘܕ ̈ . ûܐ ܒܒØûü

̈ܓÿýâ ÌØÊÙܪܪß  . çØܒÌ ܕĆãÙÝÏܐܘåÿâ÷ܒܐ ܒܓÍ: ܐýå̱ܐ ûÙýÜܐ
ÌÙîÍܒãܬܐ: ̈ܒûÙãÒ ܐÿãÙè Ìܐ ܒæøܘ .çÙâܪ̈ܘ áÝß ܗÿܒýÐâ ܐÏûòâ :

çÙùâÍî áÝß ܗÿÙåûâ ܐØÿÏܬÿâܬܐ. ̈ܘÌÙâܬ Ìܒß Íܐ ܒܓûØ̈ܨ : çØÎÏ̈ܘ
ÚæÙî̈ ܪ̈ܓÍýܗܝ îܒããØ ûܐ ̱ ܼ ̱ ̈ .çØăܒ áÜ ܗÿܒýÐãܒ çýÙܒÏ̈ : ܗܘ ÑØ̱ܘܪܘ

áܒùåܪܗ ܕ÷Ø .ܕܗÍܒîܐ ܗܘ ܪܒܐ ܕĆàÝØ̱ܗ :â Ìܐ ܒûüܐܠ ܘî̇ܘ ̇ Þà
Ćàïâܐ ÿß ÌßܪÿÙîܗ ûßܘĆâܐ ܘûòâܚ ýÐâܒÿܗ ßܒÍø ÿÙܕÌü : ܪܘĆâܐ

çÙåÍܓ áÜܐ ܕÎܓ Ìß ܐÍÐâܬܐ. ̈ܘÎÐܒ ÌæÙîܐ ܪÌñܘ : Ìß ܒܐÿýâ
Ï̇ܐܪ ܒÌܘ ܐܬܪܐ . ܼܘÍÐâܐ Êâ Ìßܡ ܕĆßܐ ÊØܥ: ß̱ܒáÝß Ì ܪ̈ܓÍýܗܝ ܼ

ܪܗăÙî áÜ çÙÒܐ ܒÿýãüÿܗ : ̇ܘܬÌÙâ ܪÌæÙî ܒáÝ ܕÎÏܐ: ܘÿâܒùܐ
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The third ascent excerpt uses the plural personal pronouns in the opening 
sections, implying a communal setting for the singular personal ascent of “a 
man” in the second half of the passage. This quotation comes from the last 
and latest of Aphrahat’s Demonstrations, Twenty-Three entitled “On the 
Grape Cluster.” 

Passage #3 - Dem. 23:59 (PS II/121.8–124.4)  

Dem. 23:59 (PS II/121.8–17) And while your name is great and your 
works magnificent, you have shrunk your majesty511 enough for our 
tongue. Our mouth becomes sufficient for you and you dwell inside us. 
You sojourn in the righteous512 and vast is the place for you [in them]. 
Your majesty burrows into the little heart, you have made of us tem-
ples513 wherein your glory dwells. You have called us your temples514 
and your majesty walks in us, as you have previously proclaimed by the 
mouth of your prophets: “I dwell in you and I walk in you.” (Lev 26:12/ 
2 Cor 6:16) You dwell in the men of rest, you sojourn in the humble …  

Dem. 23:59 (PS II/121.23–124.2) All mouths are inadequate, all lan-
guages are insufficient. When a man wishes to comprehend you, he 
waits; likewise, if he reaches out with the mind,515 it is not enough. If he 
raises his intellect516 until it is above the heavens, he is found walking on 
the earth, and if his thought517 descends into the depths for a brief mo-
ment, he returns to the earth, and his reflection518 ceases.519  

                                                                                                             
ĆàÙ̈ܐ ܘÍÏܪçØ ܘܗܕçÙÏûñ̈ çØûØ ܒܓÌÙòܘܢ àø: ܘñăèܐ Ćß çÙüÊùâܐûùØܗ

çÙéÝâܼ ܐÌÙñܘܢ çâ ܙÍØܗ: ß̈ܒÌÙüÍܘܢ   .ܼܘçÙàÙàø ܪ̈ܗÌÙÒܘܢ çâ ܪܘÏܐ: ̈
This passage is also translated in R. Murray, “Some themes and problems of early 
Syriac,” 152 and by A. Golitzin, “The Place of the Presence of God,” 395–397.  

511 Syr. ÞßÍܪܒ rabbutāk. 
512 Syr. ܐùØ̈ܙܕ  zaddiqē. 
513 Syr. ܐĆàÝØ̈ܗ  hayklē.  
514 Syr. ÞÙèÍå̈  nawsyk. 
515 Syr. ÌæÙîܪ recyāneh. 
516 Syr. ܗÿÙîܬܪ tarciteh. 
517 Syr. ܗÿܒýÐâ mahshabteh. 
518 Syr. ܗÿÙåûâ marniteh. 
519 D 23:59 (PS II/121.8–17; 121.23–124.4)  

 çÙܘܪܘܪ̈ܒ Þãü ܪܒ ÊÜܘÞØÊܒî̈ :çæýß ÿéâ ܬܟÍܬ ܪܒûîܐܙ : Þß úòè̇

çâÍñ :ܢÍܬ ܒܓûãîܐ. ܘùØܕÎܒ ÿåܐ ܐûü̈
̱

ܘÊàÏܬ . ܘܪܘÞß ÑØ ܐܬܪܐ: ̇
̈ܘÞÙèÍå : ̈ܗĆàÝØܐ îܒÊܬܢ ûãïâܐ ĆßܐûùØܟ: ܪܒÍܬܟ ܒàܒܐ ܙÍîܪܐ

: ̈ܘܗÿÝß ܒç ܪܒÍܬܟ ܐÞØ ܕÿâÊø ܐܘܕÿî ܒĆâÍòܐ ܕåܒÿØûø :ÞÙÙܢ
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The fourth quotation is Aphrahat’s own personal ascent to the King’s 
treasury. This is striking for its use of the first person pronouns throughout 
the short section. 

Passage #4 - Dem. 10:8 (PS/I 460.1–6) 

The Steward [Jesus Christ]520 brought me into the King’s treasury521 and 
revealed to me there many precious things; and when I saw them my 
understanding522 was captivated with the great treasury. And as I looked 
upon it, it dazzled my eyes, and captivated my thoughts,523 and made my 
reflections524 wander in many ways.525  

From these passages, four key themes emerge concerning Aphrahat’s views 
of the human being in relation to the divine and what ascent to the heav-
enly realm entails for a person. These four themes are: 

 (1) The Sage is the person who may ascend to heaven.  
 (2) The ascent occurs within the human who has become a temple.  
 (3) Seeing God is the goal of the ascent.  
 (4) The action of ascent and descent are simultaneous.  

The full experience of salvation as human entrance into the divine place is 
encapsulated within these few ascent passages.  
                                                                                                             

ûãî̈ ܐÿå ܒÐÙæܐ. Þß ܒÌܘܢܕܐûãî ܒÌܘܢ ܘܐܗ
̱ ̇ : ÿåܐ ܐûü̱

̇

  ܀܀܀. ̈ܒÝÙÝãܐ
(121.23–124.4)çÙâÍñ áÜ Þß çÙñÍâ ܐĆß ̈: çÙæýß áÜ Þß çÙùòè ܐĆß̈ . ÊÜ

Ìß ܪÿÜ ܐýåûܒ ÞÙéâ :úòè ܐĆß ÌæÙîܚ ܪÿâܐ ܕĆâ̇ܘ . äØûå ܐܢ
ܘܐܢ ܬÍÏܬ : ܼܬܪÿÙîܗ Ùãü çâ áïßܐ ܐáî ÞßÌâ Ìß ÑÜÿü ܐܪîܐ

 .ÿÙåûâ ÿàÓܗùâÍïß̇ܐ ýÐâܒÿܗ ܒÎܒæܐ ܙÍîܪܐ ܗĆß ÞñܐܪÌî ܘܒ
520 For Jesus Christ as the Steward, see also D 10:8 (PS I/464:4–6) “The treas-

ure does not fail, for it is the wisdom of God, and the steward is our Lord Jesus 
Christ.” 

ûéÏ ܐĆß ûÙܐ ܓÎܐ: ̇ܓÌßܕܐ ûÙܗ ܗܝ ܓÿãÝÏ̱ :ܢ ܘܪܒûâ ܐÿÙܒ 
 ÍýØܥ ÐÙýâܐ

521 Syr. ܐÎܓ gazā may mean either treasury or sanctuary in this context. 
522 Syr. ÚîÊâ madcāy. 
523 Syr. ܐÿܒýÐâ̈  mahshbātā. 
524 Syr. ܐæÙî̈ܪ  recyānē. 
525 D 10:8 (PS I/460.1–6) 

îܐ ܐÿÙܐܐܪܒ ܒÙܓè ܒܐÍÒ çâܬ ÚæØÍÏܐ ܘÝàâܐ ܕÎܓ ÿÙܒß Úæà̈ ̈ :
ܘûÏ ÊÜܬ ܒûýâ Ìܓ : ̇ܘÿØÎÏ ÊÜ ܐÍåܢ ܐÿüܒÚîÊâ Ìß Ú ܒܓÎܐ ܪܒܐ

æÙî̈ܐ ܘüܒܐ ýÐâܒÿܐ ̇ ̈ܘÌòâܐ ܪæÙî̈ܐ ܒܓåÍܐ èܓÙܐܐ: ̈ ̈. 
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THEME #1 – THE SAGE  
The first theme concerns the fortunate person who is allowed to ascend to 
the heights, the person who is filled with God’s wisdom.526 The person who 
is able to ascend is the elite of the elite, the perfect one527 of the commu-
nity, the Sage, the wise man, ܐĆãÙÝÏ (hakimā).528 Aphrahat names the per-
son who ascends in Dem. 14:35: “It [the treasure of God] is planted in the 
heart of the sage.”529 The sage is both the garden for God’s treasure and 
God’s beloved: “[Love] desires the wise people.”530 In Aphrahat’s view, the 
only truly wise person is one who follows the wisdom of God. One of the 
scriptural examples of a wise person is Moses.531 Dem. 18:4 describes Moses’ 

                                                 
526 Aphrahat uses wisdom (ܐÿãÝÏ hekmātā) in two important ways. The first 

way refers to the fallible human wisdom which only gets a person in trouble. See 
D3:10 (PS I/117.2) in reference to Haman’s wisdom not being able to save him, 
referring to Esther 4:6 and D5:7 (PS I/197.4) citing Ezek 18:3. The second and far 
more common wisdom reference is to the “Wisdom of God” (ܐÿãÝÏ 
 hekmatā dalāhā) which is the treasure of God; see page 154. Cf. D 10:8 ܕܐÌßܐ
(PSI/464.9–11). The Wisdom of God is also the fear of God, following Isaiah 11:2 
“And the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom and under-
standing, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and the fear of the 
Lord.” Cf. D 23:67 (PSII/148:8), D 1:9 (PSI/21.5). Aphrahat creates a clear divide 
between divine wisdom and that of humanity, “Humanity cannot rise up to the 
wisdom of God, as I have written in the tenth discourse.” D 22:26 (PS I/1048.17), 
Cf. D 23:52 (PS II/101.20). The Holy Spirit as wisdom is described in D 21:2 
(PSI/984.6–11) where Aphrahat states that it is the Spirit of Wisdom with which 
Joseph defended himself to the Pharaoh.  

527 Aphrahat uses the term “perfect” ܐûãܓ(gmirā) in the opening passages of 
his first Demonstration. The process of salvation is the journey to perfection, the 
journey of a person to become a perfect one. The Liber Graduum uses the idea of 
“the perfect ones” as a cornerstone for the whole life of the believing community. 
Aphrahat functions with the same sort of idea but he does not create the dual sys-
tem of “perfect” and “just” as the Liber does. Cf. D 1:3 (PS I/8:24 ff). 

528 H. J. W. Drijver’s article “Hellenistic and Oriental Origins” covers many of 
the key themes associated with the rise of the Holy Man in Christianity. Hans J. W. 
Drijvers, “Hellenistic and Oriental Origins,” in The Byzantine Saint: University of Bir-
mingham Fourteenth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, ed. Sergei Hackel (London: 
Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius, 1980), 25–36. See also Vööbus, History of 
Asceticism, vol. 1, 140, and Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” 1–19. 

529 D 14:35 (PS I/661.10).  
530 D 14:15 (PS I/604.22) ܐĆãÙÝÏ äÏܒܐ ܪÍÏ̈ .  
531 Enoch is also a sage; however, Aphrahat does not address Enoch as such, 

he only writes that Enoch was pleasing to God. See further, page 183. 
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own ascent experience and we may extrapolate that he too is a sage in 
Aphrahat’s view.532 Aphrahat uses the adjective “wise” in reference to 
Moses and even calls Moses a god.533  

The sage is the one who becomes the temple of God not only on earth 
but also in heaven when he ascends there. Dem. 14:35 describes the sage 
who is “a great temple for his maker,” who has his mind raised to the heav-
enly sanctuary in which the divine treasures are shared with him. The sage’s 
heart is captivated and he is awestruck by the glorious sights. As A. Golitzin 
explains Aphrahat’s Dem. 14:35: 

The latter [sage] becomes ‘the Great temple of His Creator,’ the topos 
theou, and in consequence the object of the angels’ ministry, the locus of 
eschatological judgement, radiant with the presence within of the Glory 
—in short, the restored image of God. Heaven and all its company are 
within, and ascent to the throne on high becomes thus the journey ad in-
tra.534 

This passage, Dem. 14:35 has many verbal similarities to the Moses ascent 
passage of Dem. 18:4.535 The angelic ministers, (myriads and thousands in 
Moses’ vision, the Watchers and Seraphs in the sage’s vision) minister to 
the Divine. In Moses’ vision, the angels minister to the throne of God; in 
the sage’s, it is the sage himself to whom they minister. In both visions, the 
angels swiftly fly on their wings and veil their faces. The verbal similarities 
are due to the influence of the Isaiah 6:1–3 passage in which Isaiah has his 
vision of the heavenly temple.536 The Seraphim of Isaiah minister to the 
                                                 

532 D 18:4 (PS I/825.23–828.18) See page 139. 
533 D 10:2 (PS I/448.7–10) “Moses the great, wise pastor, who knew how to 

lead the flock, taught Joshua the son of Nun, a man full of the spirit, who led the 
encamped flock, all of Israel.”  

ÍýÙßܥ : ܘܐüÍâ óßܐ ܪܒܐ æàîܐ ĆãÙÝÏܐ ܕÊØܥ ÍÝñÌãß ܓÎܪܐ
áØûéØܕܐ ÌàÜ ܐÿØûýâ ܪܐÎܓ ûܐ ܕܕܒÏܐ ܕܪܘûܢ ܓܒÍåûܒ.  

D 17:3 (PS I/788.16–18) “When God chose Moses His friend and His be-
loved and made him chief and teacher and priest to his people, he called him God.” 
Calling Moses a God is based upon Exodus 6:1 and Exodus 7:1.  
üÍãß̱ܐ ܪÌãÏ ܘÏܒÙܒÊÜ Ì ܓܒÌÙܝ ܘîܒÊܗ ܪüܐ ܘæòàâܐ ܘåÌÜܐ 

 .Ìãïß̱ ܐÌØûø Ìßܝ
534 Golitzin, “Recovering the ‘Glory of Adam,’” 296–297. 
535 It is only in these two passages, D 14:35 and D 18:4 that Aphrahat has 

these Isaiah descriptions.  
536 Isa 6:1–3: “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a 

throne, high and lifted up; and his train filled the temple. Above him stood the 
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heavenly throne, veil their faces, fly swiftly, call, and sanctify. Aphrahat ties 
the angelic ministry in heaven to the Christians’ ministry on earth in Dem. 
23:61:  

For we know that God is one, [we] will confess, worship, praise, exalt, 
honor, sanctify, and glorify his greatness, through Jesus his Son, our 
Savior, who chose us for himself and brought us to him.537  

So in church, Christians worship God in the same way as the angels do in 
heaven. The greatest of the Christians, the sages, may also ascend to heaven 
in spirit and participate in the heavenly liturgy. Those who are sages in 
Aphrahat’s community are the elite and the most wise. 

A further example of who may be a sage is Aphrahat himself. His first 
person account of the ascent experience in Dem. 10:8 is a witness to his so-
briquet of “The Persian Sage.” Aphrahat is labeled a sage by later readers 
and scholars, but he also considers himself a sage. He addresses the possi-
bility that someone may disagree with his writings with the defense that he 
is a sage and that he has personal knowledge:  

And again, if any one who should find words we have spoken in one 
way said by another sage in another way, let him not be disturbed, 
because every man speaks to his hearers according to what he can 
understand. […] Let him accept that which pleases him, and if any does 
not please him, let him not mock the sages, because the word of God is 
like a pearl that has a beautiful appearance whichever way you turn it.538  

Aphrahat is part of a company of sages who speak the word of God, and 
those who listen are told to consider other wise peoples’ words as well. To 

                                                                                                             
seraphim; each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he cov-
ered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to another and said: ‘Holy, holy, 
holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.’” 

537 D 23:61 (PS II/128.7–12) Full quotation, see page 62. 
çÙÏܐÌßܗܘ ܐ ÊÏܕ çîÊØܕ çØܕܪ : ̱ ܕÌåܡ ܘûâûåܘ áßÌåܕ ܘÍܓéåܕܐ ܘÍå

ܒÍýØ ÊÙܥ ܒûܗ ûñܘçø ܕܓܒÌß ç ܘûøܒç : ܘÊùåܫ ܘýåܒûß ÌÐܒÍܬܗ
 :Íßܬܗ

538 D 22:26 (PS I/1045.5–10) and D 22:26 (PS I/1048.3–7) 
̈ܘܐܢ ܬܘܒ çâ ÑÝýå ܕûøܐ Ćàâܐ ܕçß ܒÊÐ ܐĆãÙÝèܐ ܐăÙâܢ  ̇ ̇

áÓâ̱ ܕáÜ ܐþå : ܒÌܕܐ Ćßܐ ÿåܕܘܕ: ̱ܘĆãÙÝÐßܐ ܐåûÏܐ ܒÊÐ ܐĆãÙÝèܐ
ܘܕĆßܐ ܒĆãéܐ Ćß Ìßܐ . (...) ̈ܐÊâ ÞØܡ ܕÊâܪܟ ܗæÜܐ îÍãýß áàãâܐ

 ÌÙñܐ áÝßܐ ܕÙâܐ ܕÿÙæܓûãß ܐÌßܗ ܕܐÿàâܕ áÓâ ܐĆãÙÝÐܒ úÙãå̈ ̈

Ìß ÿØܐ ܐûÙòü ܘܐÎÏ ÌÙÝñܕܬܗ. 
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be a sage, one must also study and understand the scriptures. Both Moses 
and Aphrahat are examples of people who deserve and have received this 
title of sage. Aphrahat gives further advice about how to determine whether 
someone is a sage.  

Testing is fundamental to being and knowing others as a sage. 
Aphrahat’s instructions for conversations between sages are:  

If a sage approaches a wise man and seeks to sit with him, he is attentive 
to [the wise man] and he tastes his words. If he sees that [the wise man’s 
words] are good and agreeable, knowledgeable and full of understand-
ing, up to this point, he is able to listen and learn from each of [the wise 
man’s] words.539  

Conversely, Aphrahat warns that: “There are those who appear innocent, 
silent, and humble, but their hearts ponder corrupt thoughts.”540 Aphrahat 
is likely speaking of people of his acquaintance who pray silently and act 
holy but are neither at heart. Aphrahat asserts that speech comes from the 
heart and thus, whatever the state of the heart, it is reflected in the speech 
of the person.541 So, if one wishes to know whether someone else is a sage, 
according to Aphrahat, one should have a conversation with the person, 
through which one may determine true sagacity. 

Aphrahat also uses the term “sage” satirically for his polemical oppo-
nents, especially his Jewish intellectual sparring partner. Aphrahat calls his 
Jewish interlocutor the sage of the Jews,542 Sage,543 teacher of Israel,544 and 
                                                 

539 D 9:12 (PS I/436.13–18)   
̇ܐܢ ûùåܘܒ ĆãÙÝÏܐ Íßܬ ܒýåûܐ ĆãÙÝÏܐ ܘܪܕØܐ ÿØܒ Íßܬܗ ܘøܐܡ  ̇

ĆâÊî̱ܐ ܕÍàãß çØÌß äïÒܗܝ
̈ ̈ܘܐܢ ÎÏܐ ܕÒܒç ܘܒçãÙé ܘÿîÊØܐ : ̇ ̈ ̇

óßܐåܘ ðãýå ܗܝÍàâ çØÌàÜܐ ܨܒܐ ܕåÊî ܗܘ çâ çÙàâ ܐĆàÜÍè̱ܘ
̈ ̇ ܼ ̈ 

540 D 9:12 (PSI/436.20–22)  
ÃýÏÿâ ܐÿÐØăè Ìܒßܘ ÞÙÝâܘ úØÿüܘ äÙâܐ ܕܬÎÏÿâܕ ÿØܐ: 

541 D 9:11 (PS I/436.1–3) In his discussion of Matt 7:17–18 and Luke 6:44–46, 
Aphrahat writes: “A good man, from the good treasures which are in his heart, 
produces and speaks good things. The evil man, from the evil treasure that he has 
in his heart, produces and speaks evil things. [This is] because it is from the fullness 
of the heart that the lips speak.”  

ÿãÙè çâ̈ܐ Òܒÿܐ ̈ ܘܓܒûܐ ܒýÙܐ : ̈ ܕܐÿØ ܒàܒúòâ Ì ܘÒ áàãâܒÿܐܼ
ÿãÙè çâ̈ܐ ܒÿýÙܐ ̈ áÓâܼ ܕçâ : ̈ܕܐÿØ ܒàܒúòâ Ì ܘáàãâ ܒÿýÙܐ ܼ

̈ܬܘܬܪ̈ܝ ßܒܐ ܗܘ Íòè çààãâܬܐ܀  ̈ ̱ ̱ 
542 D 21:1 (PS I/932.10) “the sage of the Jews” ܐØܘܕÌØܐ ܕĆãÙÝÏ̈

̱ .  
543 D 11:1 (PS I/469.23–25)  “But show me, Sage, what rulers and people were 

in Sodom and Gomorrah in the days of Isaiah the prophet?”  
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wise debater of the people.545 The latter title is used in a more sarcastic 
tone. Aphrahat writes as though he were debating with one person who 
attacks Christian views on various fronts. According to J. Neusner, “[... 
Aphrahat] stands practically alone for his interest in the opinions of actual, 
not imaginary Jewish opponents. Unlike many of the earlier Christian 
apologists he has taken the trouble to learn what his opponents really say 
against Christianity.”546 The Jewish sage debating partner in the Demonstra-
tions may be a literary construct, but at least in Neusner’s estimation, the 
content of the Jewish arguments are valid Jewish concerns. J. Snaith notes 
that: “His [Aphrahat’s] contact with Jews was therefore on an unofficial, 
informal basis, and I suspect that the ‘Jewish debater’ sums up in his person 
any number of acquaintances.”547 The Jewish debater may also represent 
those of Aphrahat’s own community who have converted from Judaism 
and still understand Christianity in terms with which Aphrahat disagrees. 
There is not enough evidence from Aphrahat’s time to determine what type 
of Jewish community with which he was dealing. Whether the Jewish Sage 
represents a real person or not, true Jewish thought of the time or not, is 
ancillary to Aphrahat’s polemical goal. The tone and passion with which he 
speaks suggests that Aphrahat does have in mind a person with whom he is 
arguing or at least Aphrahat feels very threatened by the views presented by 
his Jewish debating partner. In his various demonstrations dealing with the 
perceived threat from the Jews, Aphrahat writes to his Christian audience to 
educate them in how to refute the Jewish critique, which could be from 
those who are non-Christians or Christian converts from Judaism.548 
Aphrahat is combining pedagogy and polemic in his work. 

                                                                                                             
̈ܘܐĆßܐ ĆãÙÝÏ ÚåÍÏܐ ܐÓÙàü çÙàØܐ ܘĆãîܐ ܗܘܘ ܒÊéܘܡ ܘܒÍãïܪܐ 

 ...̈ܒÚâÍÙ ܐÙïüܐ åܒÙܐ
544 D 17:9 (PS I/804.18–19) “So now tell me, O wise man, teacher of Israel.”  

áØûéØܕܐ Ìæòàâ ܐĆãÙÝÏ ܐܘܢ Úß ûâܐ áÙÝâ 
545 D 12:3 (PS I/512.2–4) “Now I ask you, O wise debater of the people, who 

does not examine the words of the law?” This same title is used in D 15:5 (PS 
I/744.15) 

â Þß ܐüܗ Úàâ ûÐܐ ܒĆßܐ ܕĆãîܐ ܕĆãÙÝÏ ܐüܐ ܐܘ ܕܪܘåܐܠ ܐý̈ ̄
̱

 ...èÍãåܐ
546 Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 244. 
547 Snaith, “Aphrahat and the Jews,” 250. 
548 Some of the demonstrations are even entitled “Against the Jews[...]” 

( øÍß̈ܒÌØ áܘܕ
Øܐ̱ ), for example, Dem. 18 and 19. Demonstrations 10–19, and 21 all 

deal with debated issues between Aphrahat’s community and the Jewish commu-
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Another use of the terms wisdom, wise or sagacity is Aphrahat’s title 
for Christ of “Wise Doctor.”549 He also calls “doctor” his fellow ministers 
(bishops) who can give absolution for sins. He writes in Dem. Seven “On 
Repentance”: “O Doctors, are you disciples of our Wise Doctor?”550 In 
reference to the Genesis 3 account of Adam and Eve, Aphrahat explains: 
“But doctors, I [must] remind you of something that is written in the books 
of our Wise Doctor, that he does not refuse repentance.”551 Aphrahat uses 
the wise doctor imagery within his martial context for spiritual warfare of 
the Christian. When a person has sinned, there is a wound. The only way to 
cure this wound is to reveal it and then to have the medicine which will 
help the healing. The medicine is Jesus who was also wounded at the cruci-
fixion. The wise doctors who follow the Wise Doctor come to the battle-
field to patch up the combatants. Confession to a clergy person is healing 
for the sinful person. The warfare motif is very common in Aphrahat’s 
books—Dem. Five “On the War” is filled with this imagery.552 The life of a 
Christian is characterized as a spiritual battle with the forces of evil in which 
the wounded have the clerics there to bandage them up with absolution 
after repentance. Christ is the true Sage, or Doctor; his followers may also 
be sages. 

The Sage becomes the epithet for those who go up to heaven, but it 
also occurs in the more pragmatic sense of someone who is intelligent. 
Aphrahat sets out a means to test true sagacity and also uses the term for 
his Jewish conversation partner. The foremost “sage” is Jesus himself who 

                                                                                                             
nity: circumcision, Passover, Sabbath, food laws, the Messiah, virginity and mar-
riage, Israel, persecution, and who are the People of God.  

549 Ephrem also uses Physician imagery, most usually in reference to Jesus 
Christ healing our sins. See Nisibene Hymns 26.3–7, 27.1, and 24. See Aho She-
munkasho, Healing in the Theology of Saint Ephrem (Gorgias Dissertations 1; Piscata-
way, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2004). 

550 D 7:2 (PS I/316.10–11) ܐĆãÙÝÏ çÙèܘܗܝ ܕܐÊÙãßܬܐ ܬÍè̱ܐܘ ܐ ̈ ̈ ̄...  
551 D 7:8 (PS I/324.5–7)   

ÍÝß̱ܢ ܕÌïâ çØܕ ܐåܐ ܐÍèܬܐ Êâܡ ܕÃØÿÜ ܒăòéܘܗܝ ܕܐĆãÙÝÏ çÙèܐ ̱
̈

̱ :
 .ܼܕܗܘ Ćßܐ ĆàÜܐ ܬØܒÍܬܐ

552 See the following for discussion of various historical insights gained from 
Demonstration 5 about Constantine and Shapur II, T. D. Barnes, “Constantine and 
the Christians of Persia,” The Journal of Roman Studies 75 (1985): 126–136. The 
prominence of martial motifs is logical given that Aphrahat was living in a time of 
persecution and war—sadly, nothing much has changed in over sixteen hundred 
years. 
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is the Wise Doctor healing his people’s sins. Hence, the person who goes 
up to heaven is a sage within whom Jesus is dwelling.  

On the spiritual journey to become a temple and ultimately ascend to 
the heavenly throne and see God, the person who may participate in the 
journey is the sage. For Aphrahat, the sage is one who is holy, ascetic, celi-
bate, probably older, and wise. The sage is he who may ascend, but to what 
place does this man ascend? 

THEME #2 – THE TEMPLE 
The second theme addressed from these ascent passages is the place where 
the ascent transpires—the temple. The temple is presented as being both 
inside the sage and in the heavens. Aphrahat frankly states that the sage is 
the human temple for the divine in Dem. 14:35. “He [the Sage] is a great 
temple for his Maker: the King of the heights comes and dwells in him, 
raises his mind to the heights and makes his thoughts soar to the sanctuary, 
revealing to him treasures of all kinds.”553 Later, at the end of his Demonstra-
tions, Aphrahat uses a more personal turn of phrase with the repeated use of 
the second person pronoun “you.” “You have called us your temples and 
your majesty walks in us.”554 So at the most personal level of human exis-
tence the sage becomes a locus for the divine which opens the door for 
seeing the heavenly temple. Aphrahat is no innovator with his description 
of a living person who sees the divine heavenly temple; he follows a well 
trodden path of mystical thought stemming from the Scriptures. 

The Hebrew scriptures depict the physical building of the Jerusalem 
temple; there are also allusions to the supernal temple within the texts. The 
Psalms describe Mt. Zion as the holy mountain where God dwells, with the 
temple being the royal palace of God and Jerusalem his capital, Ps 48. In Ps 
11, the Lord’s throne is in his heavenly temple. Ps 93 has some mystical 
elements which resemble the features of Merkabah mysticism with apocalyp-
tic overtones: the robed Lord is on the throne and there is thundering wa-
ter. God’s throne is not connected with the Jerusalem temple on earth; it is 
connected with the heavens.555 Ezekiel, Chapter 1, describes the fiery char-
iot throne in heaven without a detailed description of the temple on earth, 
but chapter thirty-nine offers the complete blueprints for the temple. The 
temple is also the setting for Isaiah’s prophetic call in which the Lord is on 
                                                 

553 D 14:35 (PS I/661.20) See page 140.  
554 D 23:59 (PS II/120.14–15) See page 142. 
555 Timo Eskola, Messiah and the Throne (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 48. 
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his throne with all the angels flying around. Isaiah 66 opens with the rhe-
torical question posed by the Lord: “Heaven is my throne and the earth is 
my footstool; what is the house which you would build for me, and what is 
the place of my rest?” These are a few of the key scriptural passages 
wherein the heavenly temple and throne are portrayed—they all factor into 
later mysticism both for some Jews and Christians, especially Aphrahat.  

Within any temple there needs to be a throne—we have many refer-
ences to the heavenly throne within the scriptures; one of the more promi-
nent references is Isaiah 66:1. In this passage the Lord poses the question, 
“What is my place of rest?” If Aphrahat were to answer the question di-
rectly, he would say that the Lord’s place of rest is the temple. God is too 
large for the earthly temple; his throne is in heaven.556 The “place of rest” 
includes the heavenly realm and is not static or limited only to one locale. 
The Sage describes the place of rest for God as both heavenly and within 
the person in his long semi-liturgical excursus in Dem. 23:59. He uses Isaiah 
66:1–2 as a framework for his description culminating in the Divine Glory 
dwelling in the human temple. He writes: 

You have measured the dust of the earth in the palm of your hand (Isa 
40:12); the heavens are your throne (Isa 66:1), but they do not contain 
you. And while your name is great and your works magnificent, you 
have shrunk your majesty enough for our tongue. Our mouth becomes 
sufficient for you and you dwell inside us. You sojourn in the right-
eous557 and vast is the place for you [in them]. Your majesty burrows 
into the little heart, you have made of us temples wherein your glory 
dwells.558 

                                                 
556 See also page 117. Macarius also uses “rest” to mean eternal life with God, 

“The Spirit of the Lord also becomes the rest of worthy souls and their joy and 
delight and eternal life.” Homily 4.12, Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies, 
55.“τò πνεμα το κυρíου, γιγνóμενον ες νáπαυσιν τν ξíων ψυχν 
καì γαλλíασιν καì τρυφν καì ζων αẃνιον.” Homily 4.12. Dörries, Die 50 
Geistlichen Homilien des Makarios, 36.  

557 Syr. ܐùØ̈ܙܕ  zaddiqē. 
558 D 23:59 (PS II/121:6–13)  

Îܒ ÿàÙÜܐÞÙèܪÍÜ ܐÙãüܐ ܘîܐ ܕܐܪûòî ܘܪܟ :Þß çØûܒÙéâ ܐĆßܘ .
ÞØÊܒî çÙܘܪܘܪ̈ܒ Þãü ܪܒ ÊÜ̈ܘ :çæýß ÿéâ ܬܟÍܬ ܪܒûîܐܙ : Þß úòè̇

çâÍñ :ܢÍܬ ܒܓûãîܐ. ܘùØܕÎܒ ÿåܐ ܐûü̈
̱

ܘÊàÏܬ . ܘܪܘÞß ÑØ ܐܬܪܐ: ̇
 :̈ܗĆàÝØܐ îܒÊܬܢ ûãïâܐ ĆßܐûùØܟ: ܪܒÍܬܟ ܒàܒܐ ܙÍîܪܐ
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Aphrahat interweaves eucharistic, incarnational, and temple imagery to-
gether in his prayerful passage. To fully appreciate this paragraph we must 
recall that Aphrahat uses Scripture as sign posts along a journey; he quotes 
a part of a verse and assumes that his audience can fill in the rest of the pas-
sage for themselves.559 Thus, Aphrahat writes “the heavens are your 
throne” and he knows that his audience will fill in the point of the question 
“What is to be the place of my rest?” The Sage’s answer to the question in 
Isa 66:1 is that the righteous people have the place of rest inside and they 
are temples of his glory. Isa 66:2 fits into the background for the second 
part of this passage:  

All these things my hand has made, and so all these things are mine, says 
the Lord. But this is the man to whom I will look, he that is humble and 
contrite in spirit, and trembles at my word.  

Even though Isa 66:2 is not directly quoted in the Dem. 23:59 section it still 
follows within the context that only the humble may become temples in 
whom God dwells. It is through this indwelling that the humble sage may 
see and even describe the heavenly temple. 

The sage who is the temple of God is able to ascend to the heavenly 
temple and actually see what is happening. When we encounter Aphrahat’s 
portrayal of the heavenly temple, the overwhelming sense we get is that it is 
a very busy place. The angels are flying around very quickly, and the 
thoughts of the sage intermingle with all the flapping wings that are part of 
the great worship of God.560 Aphrahat describes the sage’s intellect as being 
aerobatic along the lines of the angels themselves, “His intellect flies over 
all the heights.”561 As R. Murray explains: “Aphrahat’s ‘wise man’ is rapt to 

                                                 
559 For Aphrahat’s exegesis of scripture see: Owens, The Genesis and Exodus Ci-

tations of Aphrahat the Persian Sage; Taylor, “Paul and the Persian Sage,” 312–331; and 
Baarda, The Gospel Quotations of Aphrahat the Persian Sage. 

560 D 14:35 (PS I/661.6) “Whoever has the door of the heart open finds it 
[treasure of God], and whoever unfolds the wings of his intellect inherits it.” 

561 D 14:35 (PS I/661.19) Ephrem also describes the intellect flying up to see 
the heavens in his Hymns on Paradise 1.3: “My tongue read the story’s outward narra-
tive, while my intellect took wing and soared upward in awe as it perceived the 
splendor of Paradise—not indeed as it really is, but insofar as humanity is granted 
to comprehend it.” See Éphrem de Nisibe, Hymnes Sur le Paradis, SC vol. 137, ed. 
René Lavenant (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1968), 54. 
ûø Úæýß̇ܐ ăüܒܐ ܓÙàܐ ܕܬÿÙïüܗ ܘûñ ÚîÊâܚ ܘêÒ ܒÿàÏÊܐ ܘܒ÷ܗ  ܼ ̈

ÍÜܪÊãß ܐýåܐĆß ÃØÌØܐ ܕĆãÜ ܐĆßܗ ܐÿØܐ ܕܐĆãÜ çØܐ ܕĆß ܗÿÏÍܒüÿß̇ 
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the heavenly hekal [temple] and to the company of Watchers and other an-
gels who render him honour: the same words are used to describe first their 
winged flight and then his mental experiences.”562 In Dem. 18:4 when 
Aphrahat describes Moses’ ascent of the mountain, the Watchers, or the 
angels, are alert and swiftly flying around the throne of God. 

Trembling seized him, for he saw the Shekintā563 of the Most High 
which drew near to the mountain, the great power of the throne of 
God, to which the myriads and thousands minister, veiling their faces 

                                                                                                             
Another common term used amongst Aphrahat’s different ascent passages is 

“captive” (ܒܐÿýâ meshtebā). Aphrahat writes when he saw the treasure of God “it 
dazzled my eyes, and took captive my thoughts.” D 10:8 (PS I/4–6) This same 
combination of thoughts being imprisoned and of being dumbfounded is described 
in D 14:35 (PS I/664): “His thoughts are attracted by the vision, his heart is captive 
by all his senses. He showed to him that which he did not know, he regards it and 
[664.1] considers the place, his thought is filled with wonder of all that he sees.” 
The sage’s thought is enwrapped and enraptured by the glory of God.  

562 Murray, “Some themes and problems of early Syriac angelology,” 151. 
563 The definition of Shekinah, in Hebrew shkn, is to live or dwell. The secon-

dary meaning is to be stopped or fixed. (Séd, 1988, 233) Aphrahat uses 
Shekintā (ܐÿæÙÝü) most often in reference to Moses’ journey, for example: “What 
are we to say about the power of Moses’ prayer, that there is no end to it? For his 
prayer delivered him from the hands of Pharaoh, and it revealed to him the Sheki-
nah of his God.” D 4:7 (PS I/149.25–152.2) Exodus 3:2. 

ܨÍßܬܗ ... æâܐ ܕå çØܐĆàÙÏ áî ûâܐ ܕܨÍßܬܗ ܕüÍâܐ ܕÝè Ìß ÿÙßܐ
 .ܼܘܗܝ ÿØÍÏܗ ÿæÙÝüܐ ܕܐÌßܗ: ܼܓÍü ûÙܙܒÿܗ çâ ܐܪ̈ܕܝ Íîûñܢ

See also D 8:9 (PS I/377.18–20): “And Moses saw all the land, and saw the 
mountain of the Jebusites where the Shekintā (ܐÿæÙÝü) would dwell.”  

̈ܘüÍâ ûÏ ÊÜܐ ܒÌàÝ ܐܪîܐ ܘûÏ ܒÍÓܪܐ ܕØܒÙèÍܐ ܐܬܪ ܕܬÊØÿî çâܐ 

 .ܗ̱ܘܬ ÿÙæÝüܐ ûýãßܐ
In D 19:4, Aphrahat writes of the “Shekintā of the Holy One” when recounting 

King Uzziah and his leprosy in Lev 13:45 and Zech. 14:5. “Because he wanted to 
rob the priesthood, a leprosy went out from before the Shekintā of the Holy One 
 and struck him between the eyes, and he (ÿæÙÝü shekinteh daqdishāܗ ܕýØÊøܐ)
dwelled in the house in secret, for he was confused all the days.” 

D 19:4 (PS I/857.5–9) 
úòåܼ ܓûܒܐ Êø çâܡ ÿæÙÝüܗ ܕýØÊøܐ : ܕáî ܕܨܒܐ ÍåÌÜ óÓÐãßܬܐ ܼ

̱ܘÌÙÐâܝ áî ܒÍÙæî ÿÙܗܝ ̱
ܼܘÿØܒ ܒܒÿÙܐ ÙýÓâܐÊÜ ÿØ ܒÌàÜ ÿØÌܘܢ : ̈

  .ÿâÍØ̈ܐ
For a secondary resource about the Syrians and the Shekinah see Nicholas Séd, 

“La Shekhinta et ses amis ‘araméens,’” chap. in Mélanges Antoine Guillaumont (Geneva: 
P. Cramer, 1988), 233–242. 
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from his shining splendor. They rush and swiftly fly with their wings, 
calling, sanctifying, and exalting his majesty.564 

The description of the unnamed sage’s ascent in Dem. 14:35 is almost ex-
actly the same as the previous quotation, with wings moving swiftly and 
angels covering their faces. 

The Watchers hasten to serve him and the Seraphs cry “holy” to his 
glory, flying with their swift wings, their garments white and 
resplendent, veiling their faces from his splendour, rushing swifter than 
the wind.565  

In the Dem. 14 passage, the sage becomes even greater than Moses. Moses 
is able to observe the angels’ service in heaven, but the sage, who is the 
temple for his Maker, is himself served by the angels. The Isaiah 6:3 ac-
count in which Isaiah saw the supernal throne with the seraphim and 
cherubim flying and glorifying is combined with other throne passages to 
create Aphrahat’s frenetic presentation of the angels together with the 
thoughts of the sage combining to praise God.566 One may rather simplisti-
cally characterize Aphrahat’s presentation of the heavenly temple as being 
the “Grand Central Station” of the heavenly realm with all the frantic activ-
ity of the many flying ministers around the throne. 

The sage who ascends to the heavenly temple has a side benefit of be-
ing able to see and receive the heavenly treasure (ܐÿãÙè simtā). Three of 
the passages use treasure or treasury imagery to describe what is revealed to 
the person, excluding the Moses passage. Yet the commandments are a sort 
of divine treasure and thus all four ascent passages involve a representation 
of treasure. The emphasis upon treasure within the context of temple im-

                                                 
564 D 18:4 (PS I/828:8–20) See page 139. 
565 D 14:35 (PS I/664.1–7). According to Halperin, the wings and general 

swiftness of the angels around the throne can be traced to the LXX where there is 
more use of “swift” than in the other versions of the Hebrew scriptures. (Halperin, 
Faces of the Chariot, 60). After my own search, I could not find any scriptural ver-
sions which have the same emphasis upon speed and swiftness of the angelic min-
isters around the throne as has Aphrahat. 

566 Isa 6:1–3: “In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a 
throne, high and lifted up; and his train filled the temple. Above him stood the 
seraphim; each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he cov-
ered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to another and said: ‘Holy, holy, 
holy is the LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.’” 
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agery is because most temples traditionally have a store house where the 
treasures are kept.567  

 Aphrahat uses a metaphor of physical treasure to represent divine 
and spiritual treasure. Matt 6:19–20 is key for Aphrahat’s understanding of 
God’s treasure; the emphasis is upon the spiritual realm rather than the 
mundane fiscal realm.568 Aphrahat follows the Gospel’s admonition con-
cerning treasure to the letter. As he writes: “They [the sons of peace] send 
their treasures to the place where there is no fear, the place where there is 
no moth, and no thieves.”569 This treasure is not money; it is helping the 
poor, and it is also the heart or mind located in heaven.570 Aphrahat is set-

                                                 
567 Solomon’s temple had a treasury attached to it. “As a financial center, the 

Temple had a significant treasury which the kings tapped when forced to pay trib-
ute to foreign victors. (Cf. 1 Kgs 14:25–26, 2 Kgs 14:8–14). … The galleries or 
storerooms, standing three stories high and surrounding the Temple on three sides 
(1 Kgs 6:5–6), were used for storing weapons, cult objects, gifts, and booty.” 
Freedman, ed. ABD, s.v. “Temple, Jerusalem.” 

 The LG Mēmrā Six uses the analogy of a royal treasure chest which stores 
the jewels of the Perfect ones virtues until the Perfect are like angels and finally 
perfected. See Kitchen, The Book of Steps, xxxi, 61–63. 

Ephrem also uses treasure imagery throughout his works, most particularly in 
his Hymn on the Nativity 1.20 “From Your treasury, my Lord, let us fetch from the 
treasures of Your scriptures the names of the just of old who waited (ÍÙÝèܕ) to see 
Your coming (Mt 13.17),” Beck, Hymnen de Nativitate, 3. 

çâ̈ ܒÿÙ ܓÎܟ ûéåܚ ûâܝ ÿãÙè çâܐ ܕÿÜܒÌãü ÞÙܐ ܕÜܐåܐ ÙâÊøܐ  ̈ ̈ ̈̈
ܼ ܼ
 ̇ܕÍÙÝè ܕÎÐåܘܢ ĆâܐܬÿØܟ 

568 Matt 6:19–20 “Do not lay up for yourself treasures on earth, where moth 
and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves 
treasure in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do 
not break in and steal.”  

569 D 22:9 (PS I/1009.16–17)  
 .̈ܐܬܪ ܕĆßܐ éèܐ ܘĆßܐ ܓæܒܐ: Êýâ̈ܪÿãÙè çØܗܘܢ Ćßܐܬܪܐ ܕĆßܐ Óæøܐ

570 See D 6:1 (PS I/241.9–11) “Let us lay up our treasures in heaven, (Matt 
6:20) that when we come we may open them and delight in them.”  

  .ܕĆâܐ ܕܐܙÿòå çßܚ ܘÿåܒÿãÙè äÙéå :äéܢ ܒÙãýܐ
Aphrahat uses Matt 6:20 within the context of helping the poor, which be-

comes a treasure in heaven. D 14:16 (PS I/612.15–16) “Those stewards of the poor 
spread their riches, and their treasures are sent to the place that is before them.”  
̈ܘæÝéâ Úéåăòâܐ ÍÏûòåܢ ÌÙéÝåܘܢ ܘÿãÙèܗܘܢ Êýåܪܘܢ Ćßܐܬܪܐ  ̈ ̈

  .ܕÌÙâÊøܘܢ
In D 20:16 (PS I/921.2–5) Aphrahat quotes Matt 6:19–21 within the context 

of alms for the poor.  
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ting up yet another dual action image of the treasure being both “up” in 
heaven and “down” in the human heart. 

 One of Aphrahat’s most common descriptions of the place where 
the divine treasures are to be kept is the heart. A person who is humble and 
good has good treasures inside the heart. If the person is evil, then there are 
only evil things in the heart. The heart is the staging point from which 
thoughts, speech and actions start. Aphrahat expands upon Matt 7:17–18 
and the fruit tree analogy in the following: “The secret chambers of his 
heart are full of good treasures, and his tongue brings forth sweet fruits.”571 
So if the person is being a good treasury for God and guarding the gifts of 
God well within the heart, then good words come out of the person.  

The treasure is located both in heaven and within the heart; what is 
this divine treasure exactly? There are many answers to this question. The 
first answer is that the treasure is Christ himself. As Aphrahat describes 
Christ after the crucifixion: “He has been buried within the earth as a treas-
ure buried in a field.”572 A second answer is that one of the treasures is fast-
ing: “Pure fasting is precious before God, and is guarded as a treasure in 
heaven.”573 A third possibility is that the divine treasure is God’s love: 
“Love is the precious sign, the excellent pearl, and the treasure. The sign of 
all is love.”574 Treasure is also the wisdom of God: “For the treasure does 
not fail, for it is the wisdom of God; and the steward is our Lord Jesus 
Christ.”575 Following in this vein, Aphrahat defines divine wisdom as fear of 
God and implies that this is also the treasure given to some. 
                                                 

571 D 9:13 (PS I/437.18–20) 
ß Úàòø̈ܒÿãÙè çÙàâ Ìܐ Òܒÿܐ ̈  .̈ܘñ Ìæýß ÊßÍâܐܪ̈ܐ ܒĆãÙéܐ: ̈

572 D 2:20 (PS I/93.3–4) this is alluding to Matt 13:44 ff. 
 .ܘܐܬܬäÙè ܒܓĆãàî Íܐ ܒÍâÊܬ ÿãÙèܐ ܕĆãÙèܐ ܒÿØûùܐ

See too D 14:39 (PS I/681.10–14). Aphrahat presents Jesus as the pearl of 
great price, and we Christians are the merchants in search of him. “For indeed, he 
[Jesus Christ] is the good pearl and we are the merchants who sell our possessions 
and buy it. He is the treasure of the field; when we have found it, we rejoice and 
possess it.” 

ܘܗܘÍØ . ܘçæÏ ܬܓăܐ ܕܙܒçæÙæø çæ ܘܙܒÌæ: ܗܘÍØ ܓûâ ûÙܓÿÙæܐ Òܒÿܐ
̱ܘÊÜ çæÏ ܐÌÙæÐÝüܝ çØÊÏ ܒÌ ܘÌÙæÙæøܝ: ÿãÙèܐ ܕÿØûøܐ ̱. 

573 D 3:1 (PS I/97.1–2)  
 :ܘûÙÓå ܐÿãÙè ÞØܐ ܒÙãýܐ: ̱ܓܒܐ ܗܘ ܨܘĆâܐ ܕÙÜܐ Êøܡ ܐÌßܐ

574 D 14:15 (PS I/605.18–19) 
Òܒïܐ ܕûâ . áÜܓÿÙæܐ ÿÙâܪܬܐ ܘÿãÙèܐ: ïܐ ÒܒܐÍÏܒܐ Òܒ

 .ÍÏܒܐ
575 D 10:8 (PS I/463.4.6) for the full quotation see page 143. 
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For us, our treasure is in the place of promise, and the place of our 
treasure will be our thought.576 There is nothing greater than the fear of 
God and the man who keeps the commandments is glorified. For many 
people are called sages, but there is no wisdom like the fear of God.577  

Aphrahat tells his audience that their thoughts need to be in heaven, that 
they must fear God. The greatest wisdom is to fear God, and not anything 
that this world considers to be wise.578  

 The person who can see the divine treasure gains the knowledge 
which is the fear of God and information which then needs to be commu-
nicated back to those who have not yet ascended. Aphrahat states in Dem. 
10:8: “For a person who comes to the fear of God is like a person who is 
thirsty, comes to the water spring, drinks and is full and the spring is not a 
bit diminished.”579 There is a semi-eucharistic tone in so far as the fear of 
God is compared to drinking from a fountain. One gains the fear of God 
by reading the scriptures, but there is an associated idea that receiving the 
eucharist also gives the person the fear of God.580 The divine treasure given 

                                                 
576 Syr. ܢÿܒýÐâ mahshabtan. 
577 D 23:67 (PS II/148.3–8) Matt 6:21. 

àØܕçæÝßÍâ ܢ ܒܐܬܪÿãÙè ç :ܢÿܒýÐâ ܢ ܬܗܘܐÿãÙèܘܐܬܪ ܕ . ÿÙß
̱ܘÿýâܒÑ ܒýåûܐ ܕÍåÊøÍñ ûÓåܗܝ: ܼܕܪܒܐ çâ ܕÿàÏܗ ܕܐÌßܐ

è̈ܓÙܐܐ . ̈
 ܘÿãÝÏ ÿÙßܐ ܐÞØ ܕÿàÏܗ ܕܐÌßܐ܀: ̈ܕçØ ܕĆãÙÝÏ çØûøÿâܐ

578 See too D 14:21 (PS I/693.18). “Fear of God” (ܐÌßܐ ܕܐĆàÏܕ dehlā 
dalāhā) occurs approximately sixteen times in the Demonstrations. The various con-
texts for “the fear of God” are: as the last judgment (D 23:2 PS I/5.5), as a defining 
term “those fearing God” (D 14:30 PS I/649.18), humility coming from the fear of 
God (D 9:1 PS I/409.4), and the need to avoid the wrong company because of this 
fear of God (D 6:8 PS I/ 276.5). Aphrahat combines the concept of the fear of 
God with the Matt 5:3 beatitude saying that “The blessing is given to the poor in 
spirit, to those who fear God …” (D 20:17 PS I/924.8).  

579 D 10:8 (PS I/460.19–22)   
̇ܕĆâܐ ܓûÙ ܒýåûܐ ܕûøܒ ÿàÏÊßܗ ܕܐÌßܐ ßܓܒûܐ ܕܨܗܐ ܘûøÿâܒ 

ðܒèܐ ܘÿüܐ ܘîÍܒãß̇ ̇ :ûéÏ ܐĆß ܡÊâ ܐîÍܒâܘ. 
580 Aphrahat explains the importance of scripture reading: “It is especially in 

the pure heart to fear God, who gave the sacred verses to us and set before us a 
journey in great labor and great fear by the narrow door and fine path, fearing 
God” D 23:1 (PS II/4:6–11)  

̈ܐĆßܐ ûØÿØܐÿØ ܒàܒܐ ܕÙÜܐ çâ áÏÊãß ܐÌßܐ ÌØܘܒܐ ܕÿñܓãܐ ܙܕܩ  ܼ
çß ܕÿÜܒ ܘçÙâÊø äè ܕܒĆàãïܐ ܪܒܐ ܘܒÿàÏÊܐ èܓÙܐܬܐ ܘܒÿܪîܐ 

 ̈ܐÙß÷ܐ ܘܒܐܘܪÏܐ ܕæÙÓøܐ ܪܕçØ ܕÍàÏܗܝ ܕܐÌßܐ܀
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by God to people is described by Aphrahat as various inclusive and over-
lapping possibilities: Christ, fasting, love, and, the wisdom of God. 

 The connection between the eucharist and the divine treasure is seen 
most clearly in Dem. 10:8. The term for the treasury is ܐÎܓ gazā, and ac-
cording to Payne-Smith, it serves also as a metaphor for the eucharist or 
consecrated bread.581 The phrase in this passage is ܐÎܓ ÿÙܒ bēyt gazā 
which means treasury or sanctuary.582 So following the metaphorical defini-
tion of treasure then, it may be suggested that Aphrahat’s spiritual ascent 
occurs within the liturgical setting of the eucharist. Aphrahat mentions in 
the previous section: “Let the priests who distribute from the altar minister 
honorably.”583 This setting for his mystical experience is logical if one 
agrees that Aphrahat was at least some type of cleric, possibly even a 
bishop. Given this function within the Syriac church, celebrating the eucha-
rist would be one of his duties and therefore his vision may well have oc-
curred within the church while he was celebrating the eucharist.584 Aphra-
hat’s own guide in the Dem. 10:8 vision is Jesus Christ, who shows Aphra-
hat the heavenly treasure.585 Jesus fulfills the same role as Enoch’s angelic 
guides of 1 Enoch.586 In any case, even though the ecclesiastical locale is 
strongly suggested, the vision is still within Aphrahat’s mind rather than 
focused upon some physical building on earth. 

The images of treasury and offering are also combined in the following 
passage: “Let us prepare as offerings for the King desirable fruits, fasting 
and prayer. Let us guard his pledge587 in purity, that he may trust us over all 

                                                 
581 Payne-Smith, 67 “to hide, m. treasure or treasury. Metaph. the eucharist or 

the consecrated bread.” 
582 Payne-Smith, 43 “a treasury; the sanctuary of a church; E-Syr., a recess in 

the north wall of the sanctuary. 
583 D 10:6 (PS I/457:6–9)  

ãýå çÙܓàñ ܐÐܒÊâ çâܐ ܕåÌÜܼܘ
 :Íýܢ ÊâܒÐܐ ܒÎܗÍØܬܐ̈

584 See Golitzin, “Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men,” 152–153 for a discus-
sion of many different examples of ascent occurring during the celebration of the 
eucharist. 

585 D 10:8 (PS I/460.1–2) “The Steward [Jesus Christ] brought me into the 
King’s treasury and revealed to me there many precious things[...]” Syriac on page 
143. 

586 See 1 Enoch, page 168. 
587 Syr. ÌåÍܪܗܒ rahbuneh may also be translated as earnest money, from the 

Greek root ρραβẃν. Payne-Smith, 531. 
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his treasury.”588 Sacrifices in the Hebrew scriptures occur most usually 
within the temple, and in this case, there may be another subtle suggestion 
that the setting is a church where the person is praying and offering the 
eucharist or sacrifice.589  

The second theme we addressed in the collection of ascent passages is 
the setting, which is the temple where there is also a treasure storehouse. 
The divine treasure stored in the adept’s heart is Christ, the fear of God, 
and wisdom. These visions likely occurred within the context of celebrating 
the eucharist in a church building. So a congruence of three temples is pre-
sent: the Sage as temple, who is celebrating within the physical building of a 
church or temple and thereby participating in what is happening in the 
heavenly temple. The three fold temple imagery is also present in the Liber 
Graduum (LG), another Syrian Christian text.  

 References to the church appear throughout the Liber Graduum; the 
highest concentration is in LG 12 “On the Hidden and Public Ministry of 
the Church.”590 But the term hayklā or temple only occurs nine times in the 
LG.591 The LG uses the terms “temple” and “church” interchangeably in 
Mēmrā 12:1–2 referring to the “public temple” and later to the “public 
church.” This terminological imprecision causes some interpretive vague-
ness, but the main message is not lost: the individual person may be trans-
formed into a temple within the visible church community.  

                                                 
588 D 6:1 (PS I/245.19–22) 

ûÓå ܒÿïå . ÍÙÜÊܕ Íøܪ̈ܒæܐ Ýàãßܐ ñܐܪ̈ܐ ܪ̈ܓÙܓܐ ܨܘĆâܐ ܘܨÍßܬܐ
ÌåÍܗ: ܪܗܒÎܓ ÿÙܒ ÌàÜ áî çæãØÌåܕ. 

589 Prayer is not the only sacrifice to be offered to God. R. Darling Young ar-
gues that martyrdom is a redemptive sacrifice to be offered by the spiritual temples 
of Christ’s followers. See Robin Darling Young, In Procession Before the Word: Martyr-
dom as Public Liturgy in Early Christianity, Père Marquette Lecture in Theology (Mil-
waukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 2001), 12. 

590 C. Stewart observes that “The affinities between the Greek Ps.-Macarian 
texts and the Syriac world of the Liber Graduum are striking indeed.” Stewart, Work-
ing, 220. See parallels of Mēmrē 12 with Macarian homilies 1 52.2. 1. For other 
comments about Mēmrē 12 see also Murray, Symbols of Church, 142–143. 

591 Seven of the nine hayklā citations are in LG 12:288.4, 7, 289.18, 292.11, 
293.4, and 301.18. The other two references are in LG 22:633.9 and 680.19. Both 
of these references are to offering sacrifices in the temple as recompense for dis-
honoring one’s parents, Mark 7:11 and Matt 15:4. 
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 In the LG, the person’s life is a process through which one pro-
gresses from one temple to the other.592 The person must start the journey 
in the visible church through the sacraments,593 then the person becomes a 
human temple of the Spirit, and finally, if everything works correctly, the 
person may ascend to the heavenly temple and see God. As the LG author 
writes:  

When we know that the body becomes the secret temple594 and the 
heart the secret altar for spiritual worship, let us be painstaking in this 
public altar and before this public temple, so that although we are tired 
in these [things] we shall rest for ever in that great free and heavenly 
church, and in that altar which is decorated and offered up by the Spirit, 
before which the angels and all the holy ones595 minister and Jesus 
serves [as priest] and offers up [sacrifice] before them, and above them 
and on every side.596 

                                                 
592 The progress through the temple stages is reminiscent of the heavenly as-

cent journeys found in Merkabah mysticism. See discussion of apocalyptic and Mer-
kabah literature, page 25. Cf. Himmelfarb, Ascent to Heaven, 14–16. 

593 “For this church gives birth to children with its altar and baptism, and they 
suckle milk until [they are] weaned. Then they are educated with the understanding 
of the body and the heart, making their bodies temples and their hearts altars, eat-
ing strengthening food and far more excellent than milk until they are perfect and 
eating our Lord in truth.” LG 12:3 c.292:26–293:7  
ÊàØ̇ܐ ܕçØ ܐýåܐ ܐÍàØ ÞØܕܐ ܗܕܐ Êîܬܐ ܘÊâܒÌÐ ܘÍãïâܕÿØܗ  ̈ ̱

çÙàéÏÿâܐ ܕĆâÊî ܒܐàÏ çÙùæØܐ : ܘîÊãßܐ ܘÿÙܪܒÿß çØܐܬ çØÊØܘܗ
̈ܘîܒñ çØÊܓÌØăܘܢ ܗĆàÝØܐ ܘßܒÌÙܘܢ ÊâܒÐܐ ܘܐçÙàÜ : ܕñܓûܐ ܘܕßܒܐ ̈ ̈

ĆâÊîܐ ܕܗܘçØ ܓăÙãܐ ܘܐĆâܼ : çÙàÜܐÿßÍÜܐ ܕÙÏ÷ܐ ܘÿÙâܪܐ àÏ çâܒܐ
 :ûãß Ìßܢ ܒûýܪܐ

594 Syr. ܐĆàÝØܗ hayklā. 
595 Syr. ܐýØÊø̈  qaddishē. 
596 LG 12:1 c.288:3–13  

ܘçæÙîÊØ ÊÜ ܕܗܘܐ ñܓûܐ ܗĆàÝØܐ ÙéÜܐ ܘßܒܐ ÊâܒÐܐ ÙéÜܐ 
ÔòÏÿå ܒåÌܐ ÊâܒÐܐ ܓÙàܐ ܘÊøܡ ܗåܐ ܗĆàÝØܐ : ÿýãüÿßܐ ܕܒûܘÏܐ

̱ܕĆß ÊÜܐçæØ ܒÐå çÙßÌܐ çÙãàî äàïß ܒÌܝ Ïܐܪܬܐ ܪܒÿܐ Êîܬܐ : ܓÙàܐ
úéâܘ ÿܒ÷â ܐÏܘûܐ ܕܒÐܒÊâ ܘÌܐ ܘܒÙãýܕܒ :Ùýãýâ ܐÜܐĆàâ̈ܕ ç

ÍâÊø̈ܗܝ ܘÌàÜܘܢ ýØÊøܐ ܘÍýØܥ ÌÝâܢ ܘÌÙâÊø óÏûâܘܢ
̱ : áïßܘ

Ìæâ̈ܘܢ ܘáÜ çâ ܓܒÌÙܘܢ ܼ: 
See also LG 6:2 c. 144:10–14 “Then our Lord will come and take him from all 

of this world, as he led his mind and brought it into Paradise, and there will be his 
habitation in Jerusalem on high.” Heavenly Jerusalem also suggests the idea of the 
Jerusalem temple and all the ideas associated with it.  
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The heavenly realm and the visible public temple coalesce within the human 
temple because of the work of the Spirit and Christ. The temple exists at 
the personal, public and heavenly levels of existence.597 It is described as:  

The true church and blessed mother who raises all the children and the 
body and heart in which our Lord dwells, because the spirit of truth re-
sides in it, the true temple and altar,598 because our Lord dwells there, as 
it is written, “your bodies are temples of the Lord and Christ dwells in 
your inner man.” (1 Cor 6:19)599  

The human temples are the temples both of the Holy Spirit and of Jesus 
Christ. There are three temples which the LG author describes: the first is 
the public temple on earth with sacraments and clerics, and the second is 
the “little” temple of the heart.600 The last and most important place is the 
heavenly church which is “on high” (áïß lcel). Those who may reach the 
point of being the temple of God are the Perfect of the LG community. 

 Aphrahat and the author of the LG use the temple image in re-
markably similar ways. Both use the three levels of temple symbolism: 

                                                                                                             
ܼܘܗçØÊØ ܐܬܐ ûâܢ ܘܕܒçâ ÌàÝß Ìß û ܗåܐ Ćãàîܐ

ܐÞØ ܕܕܒûܗ : ̇
 .ܘܬçâ ܗܘܐ ûâÍîܗ ܒܐܘܪÿÙàî äàüܐ: ÌæÙîûß ܘܐûòß ÌàîܕéØܐ

597 The LG describes the process of salvation for the perfected one in this way: 
“But when the Paraclete (ܐÓÙàøûñ paraqlitā) comes, a person learns the whole 
truth. And when he learns the whole truth, then fear is little by little taken com-
pletely away from him; then he is freed. And when he is freed, then he will be per-
fect. And when instrument is perfected and he is fashioned [in] its image, he grows 
day by day in love working to the day when our Lord desires to lead unto him. 
Then his dwelling is with him who is our God.” (LG 5:19 c.136:4–13) The indwell-
ing of the divine is later defined as becoming the temple of God. 

ܘĆâܐ ܕÊØܥ ÊØ̱ . ÌàÜܥ ܐûü ÌàÜ þåܪܐ: ̇ܘĆâܐ ܕܐܬܐ ܕÓÙàøûñ çØܐ
ܗçØÊØ ܒĆàøÿýâ áÙàø áÙàùܐ Ìæâ ܕÿàÏܐ ܓûÙãܐÿØ ܘܗûü : çØÊØܪܐ
ܘĆâܐ ܕܐܬܓĆâ ûãܐåܐ ܘÿÏܡ : ܘĆâܐ ܕܐܬûÏܪ ܗÿâ çØÊØܓûÏÿâ .ûãܪ
ܼܗûØ çØÊØܒ ÍØܡ ÍØ çâܡ ܒÍÐܒܐ ĆâÊîܐ ĆâÍÙßܐ ܕܨܒܐ ûâܢ : ܨܘܪ̈ܬܗ

 : ܗ̱ܝ ܐÌßܢܘÌå Ìãîܘܐ ûâÍîܗ ĆãÜܐ ܕܐÿØܘ: ܕÊåܒûܗ Íßܬܗ
598 Syr. ܐĆàÝØܗ hayklā. 
599 LG 12:2 c.292:6–13 

Êî̈ܬܐ ܗܝ ܒûýܪܐ ܘܐĆâܐ ܒÿÝØûܐ ܕܗܝ ûâܒÙܐ ÌàÜܘܢ ÍàØܕܐ ܘñܓûܐ  ̱ ̱
̱ܗĆàÝØܐ ܗܘ : ܘáÓâ ܪܘÏܐ ܕØûüܐ ܒÌ. ̇ܘßܒܐ ܐæØܐ ܕûãî ܒûâ Ìܢ

ܕñܓÍÝØăܢ : ܐÞØ ܕáÓâ :ÃØÿÜ ܕûâܢ ûüܐ ܬçâ. ܒûýܪܐ ܘÊâܒÐܐ
â ûãî Íܓßܢ ܕÍÝýåûܐ ܘܒܒØûâܢ ܕÍåܐ ܐĆàÝØ̇ܗ  .ÐÙýܐ̈

See also Aphrahat’s use of ‘inner person,’ page 107. 
600 Golitzin, “Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men,” 146. 
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heaven, earth, and human heart. The LG even tells of the reward for the 
blessed as the ability to see God, as does Aphrahat. The differences be-
tween the two texts are relatively minor: Aphrahat’s defense of the visible 
church is anemic compared to the vociferous defense of the LG and those 
who are the elite ascetics of both communities have some differences in 
how they realize their Christian callings. Another Syrian Christian author of 
more renown than Aphrahat or the LG is Ephrem the Syrian, who also 
wrote about the temple both as person and as the structure on earth and in 
heaven. 

The first, and most obvious, use of temple is the Jerusalem temple. 
Ephrem refers to Jesus’ presentation in the temple, the cleaning of it, and 
the temptation by Satan on top of it.601 Satan even has his own temples 
which are overthrown by Christ’s temple, as Ephrem writes: “Since he [Sa-
tan] stood You up on the top of the temple,602 You have overthrown the 
top of his temples.”603 Ephrem also employs the temple as a synonym for 
the Christian church as he writes of the sack of Nisibis: “He shut us in that 
we might gather together in his temple.”604 Ephrem draws on temple im-
agery to describe the physical building in Jerusalem and the Christian 
churches as well as to refer to Satan’s temples. It is unclear whether 
Ephrem is referring to those people who follow Satan as temples or to pa-
gan temple buildings. 

                                                 
601 For references to Jesus’ presentation in the temple, see Hymns on the Nativity 

6.12, and 18.16, and Homily on Our Lord, Section 53. The cleaning of the Temple is 
alluded to in the Hymn on Virginity 37.8. Christ’s temptation by Satan is in Hymn on 
Virginity 14.12 and 32.6, also Nisibene Hymns 35.16. The critical editions are: Ed-
mund Beck, Hymnen de Nativitate, 53, 94; idem, Sermo de Domino Nostro: des Heiligen 
Ephraem des Syrers, vol. 270 (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1966), 50; idem, 
Hymnen de Virginitate: des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers, vol. 223. (Louvain: Secrétariat 
du CorpusSCO, 1962), 99, 117, 47; and idem, Carmina Nisibena: des Heiligen Ephraem 
des Syrers, part 2 (Louvain: Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1962), 6. See also François 
Graffin, ed., Éphrem de Nisibe: Hymnes Sur la Nativité, SC vol. 459 (Paris: Les Édi-
tions du Cerf, 2001). 

602 Matt 4:5. 
603 Hymn on Virginity 13.10. Beck, de Virginitate, 46.  

̈ܕܐáî ÞãÙø ܪܘĆâܐ ܕܗĆàÝØܐ ÌØÿòÐèܝ Ìßܘ ܪܘĆâܐ ܕܗÍàÝØܗܝ ̇ 
A similar sentiment is in the Nisibene Hymns 53.16, see Beck, Carmina Nisi-

bena, 74. 
604 Nisibene Hymn 2.9. Beck, Carmina Nisibena, vol. 1. 8.  

ÌàÝØÌܒ þæÜÿåܕ çýܒÏ 
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Ephrem exploits the term temple in a more metaphorical and meta-
physical sense for a person who has been baptized, purified and is a dwell-
ing for God. He describes this process in such a poetic manner that it even 
suggests possible Merkabah605 mystical overtones to the passage: 

Our Lord has renewed your ‘oldness’ in baptism: he is the Carpenter of 
salvation, who has fashioned with his own blood, and he built himself a 

                                                 
605 Ephrem refers to chariots ascending to the heavens on numerous occa-

sions, “The living who fly up in their chariots will sing glory with their harps.” 
Hymn on Virginity 27.6 Beck, de Virginitate, 101. 

 ÙÏ̈ܐ ܕçÙÏûñ ܒÍÜăܒÌÙܘܢ ÍüܒÐܐ çØÎïß ܒÌØăæÝܘܢ
See also Hymn on Paradise 1.7 “The clouds, their chariots fly through the air; 

each of them has become the leader of those he has taught (Cf. Dan 2:3); his char-
iot corresponds to his labors, his glory corresponds to his followers.” Edmund 
Beck, Hymnen de Paradiso: Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers, vol. 174. (Louvain: 
Secrétariat du CorpusSCO, 1957), 2. 

 Êãßܕܬ çÙàØܐĆß ܐüܪ ÊÙܒî ÊÏ ÊÏܐܐܪ ܕ Íܒܓ çÙÏûñ ܘܢÌÙܒÍÜ̈ܐ ܪææî̈
ÌýæÜ ܬÍòß ÌÐܒÍüܘ Ìàãî ܬÍòß ÌܒÍÜܗܘܐ ܪ  

Hymn on Paradise 6.23 “One of them cut through the air with his chariot; 
(Elijah, 2 Kings 2:11) the Watchers rejoiced as they met him, seeing that a body had 
lately taken up its abode among them; and just as an earthly being ascended in a 
chariot and put on splendor, so did the Lord, in His grace, descend and put on a 
body; He then mounted a cloud and ascended to reign over high and low.” Beck, 
Hymnen de Paradiso, 24. 

Ìæâ ÊÏܘܢ Ćßܐܐܪ ܨܪܐ ܗܘܐ ܒÜûãܒÿܗ ăÙîܐ Ćß ÍÏÍèܐܘܪÌî ܕÎÏܘ 
ܼ ܒûãïãܗܘܢ ܘܐçÝØ ܕܐܪæîܐ ܙÍØܐ ܒÜûãܒÿܐ úàè ܕûüܘܬñ çØܓûܐ

 áïß Þàâܘܐ úàèܘ ÃÜܐ ܪææî þܒßܘ ÿÐå ܐûܓñ ܬܐÍܒÙÓܐ ܒûâ þܒßܼ ܼ ܼܼ
ÿÏÿßܘ 

Translated by Brock, in Ephrem the Syrian, Hymns on Paradise, 80, 117. Critical 
Edition: Éphrem de Nisibe, Hymnes Sur le Paradis, SC vol. 137, ed. René Lavenant 
(Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1968), 38. 

Aphrahat uses the same term as Ephrem for chariot, that is, ܒܐÍÜܪ rakubā 
which means mount or horse as well as chariot, instead of ܐÿàܓî  
cāgeltā chariot, see D 6:1 (PS I/249.5–6) cited on page 183.  

The connection between Ephrem and Merkabah mysticism is not far-fetched. 
Several scholars have noted the similarities between Ephrem’s writings and those 
of the Targums, Haggadah, and general common symbolic imagery. See Paul 
Feghali, “Influence des Targums sur la Pensée Exégétique d’Éphrem?,” IV Sympo-
sium Syriacum 1984, OCA vol. 229, eds. Hans J. W. Drijvers and René Lavenant 
(Rome: Pont. Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1987), 71–82; Drijvers, “Jews and 
Christians at Edessa,” 101; and Nicholas Séd, “Les Hymnes Sur le Paradis de Saint 
Éphrem et Les Traditions Juives,” Le Muséon 81 (1968): 455–501. 
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temple606 to dwell in. Do not let the ‘old man’ dwell in his stead in that 
temple he has built. O body, if you allow God to dwell in your temple, 
you too will become his royal palace [temple].607 

Ephrem makes a distinction in this passage between nawsā and hayklā, 
though both terms can mean temple. Furthermore, Genesis 1:26 is con-
nected with temple imagery in one of Ephrem’s texts: “Since our King 
[Christ] is exalted, his images [humans] are in his temples and his images are 
among his possessions.”608 The poet Ephrem presents an encapsulation of 
temple anthropology which includes all the important ideas: baptism, in-
dwelling, Jesus as temple, Satan possibly dwelling instead, and the body as 
royal palace.609 His artistry allows for a more condensed temple theology 
than Aphrahat’s own presentation. 

                                                 
606 Three of the four terms for temple in this quotation use nawsā instead of 

hayklā. Syr. ܐèÍå nawsā.  
607 Syr. áÝØܗ haykal. Hymn on Virginity 1.2; Beck, Hymnen de Virginitate, 1. See 

also Hymn on the Epiphany 3.9; Beck, Hymnen de Nativitate (Epiphiania), 148. 
 Ìâܕ ÊÙܐ ܕܒÙÏ ûܓå ܐÿØܕÍãïãܬܟ ܒÍùØÿïß ܬܗÊÏ ܢûâ ûÙ̈ܗܐ ܓ ܼ

̇

ܼܓܒá ܘܒæܐ èÍå Ìßܐ ûâÍïßܗ Ćßܐ ÿÙÜ ܬÍòßÍÏ ûãîܗܝ ܐýåܐ ܗܘ  ܼ
 ÿåܐ ܐܦ ܐÌßܐĆß ÞèÍæܐ ܒûüܐ ܐܢ ܬûܓñ ܬÊÏܐ ܕèÍæܐ ܒùØÿîܼ

 ܬܗܘܐ ܗÍÝàâ áÝØܬܗ 
608 Hymn on Virginity 28.6 Beck, Hymnen de Virginitate, 103. 

̈ܕĆãØûâ çÝàâܐ ܗܘ ܗܐ ܨÍãßܗܝ ܒÍàÝØÌܗܝ ܘܨÍãßܗܝ ܒÍæÙæùܗܝ ̈ ̈̈ 
609 Ephrem also addresses a question about how people may be temples for 

God and at the same time have the Holy Spirit dwelling within them in his Com-
mentary on the Diatessaron: 

He said, “You are the temple of God and the Spirit of God dwells in you.” (1 
Cor 3:16) If we are the temple, how can we be the dwelling of the Spirit? What he 
has said clarifies this, “You are the temple of the Holy Spirit who dwells in you.” (1 
Cor 6:19) Furthermore in the Acts of the Apostles he says, “Because it pleased you 
to tempt the Spirit of our Lord” (Acts 5:9) and “You have not lied to people but to 
God” (Acts 5:4). Therefore the Spirit is God, because he is from God. The name 
of God dwells with people, for some are called gods. (Last Supper Discourse, 
XIX:15. Carmel McCarthy, Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, Journal 
of Semitic Studies Supplement 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 289–
290; and Louis Leloir, ed. Éphrem de Nisibe, Commentaire de l’Évangile Corcondant ou 
Diatessaron SC vol. 121 (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 1966), 340.) 

Aphrahat explains this confusion over 1 Cor 3:16 in a similar manner, but he 
uses more Hebrew scriptural supports rather than taking from the Book of Acts as 
Ephrem does. R. Murray summarizes Ephrem’s use of the Temple image as being 
primarily for the human body in which the Holy Spirit dwells, namely Jesus Christ’s 
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The temple structure is an important element in Hebrew Scriptures. 
Isaiah 66 being a particularly relevant passage for Aphrahat’s own descrip-
tion of the heavenly throne and temple. The temple image runs through 
most of Aphrahat’s writings as well as through those of the Liber Graduum 
and Ephrem’s Hymns. The temple is a physical constructed building here 
on earth; it is the supernal temple in heaven; and it is the dwelling place of 
God within the devout. An especially devout person may even transcend 
the earthly realm and see the heavenly temple without first dying. The LG 
author is very concerned about the physical functioning of the church or 
temple on earth, whereas Aphrahat is more concerned about the inner tem-
ple of the person. Ephrem emphasizes the means by which one may be-
come a divine temple, through baptism, but it is not without hazards—
Satan may dwell within instead of the Holy Spirit. Aphrahat also warns 
against assuming one may always be a divine temple; however, if one is then 
there is the possibility of seeing God enthroned in His heavenly temple. It 
is to the latter phase of observing the workings of the heavenly temple, or 
seeing God, to which we now turn. Aphrahat states that he, an unnamed 
Sage, and Moses have seen God. 

THEME #3 – TO SEE GOD  
We now turn to the third theme, which is the ability to see God; this is a 
tangible benefit to becoming a divine temple. “Seeing God” is usually de-
scribed as a journey up to the heavens which culminates with a vision of the 
divine throne. This journey is typically defined as an “ascent” from earth to 
the heavens. There is a long literary tradition of ascent accounts from which 
follows Aphrahat’s personal ascent experience and other descriptions. To 
remind us of Aphrahat’s own words two of the important passages are re-
peated, Dem. 14:35 and Dem. 10:8: 

 

                                                                                                             
body, Mary’s body, and all Christians. See Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 
226. 
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Dem. 14:35 (PS I/661.6–664.7) 

Whoever has the door of his heart open acquires it [treasure of God], 
and whoever spreads the wings of his intellect inherits it. It dwells in the 
diligent man, and it is implanted in the heart of the sage. His nerves are 
set firmly in their sources, and he gains the hidden treasure. His thought 
flies over the heights, and his reflection descends to the depths. De-
picted within his [the sage’s] heart are amazing things, and the eyes of 
his senses perceive the edges of the seas. All created things are enclosed 
within his thought, and his disposition to receive [more] becomes vast. 
He [the Sage] is a great temple610 for his maker: and the King of the 
heights comes and dwells in him, raises his intellect to the heights and 
makes his thought soar to the sanctuary, revealing to him treasures of all 
sorts. His mind wanders because of the vision, his heart is captivated by 
all his senses, and a thing he never knew is revealed to him. He regards 
it and observes the place, and his mind is awestruck with all that he sees. 
All the Watchers are eager to minister to him and the Seraphs cry “holy” 
to his glory, flying with their swift wings, and their white and shining 
garments, veiling their faces from his shining, rushing more swiftly than 
the wind.611  

Dem. 10:8 (PS/I 460.1–6) 

The Steward [Jesus Christ] brought me into the King’s treasury and re-
vealed to me there many precious things; and when I saw them my un-
derstanding was captivated with the great treasury. And as I looked 

                                                 
610 Syr. ܐĆàÝØܗ hayklā. 
611 D 14:35 (PS I/661.6–664.7)  

Ìß ÑÝýâ Ìܒß ܬܪܥ ÑØÿñܕ :Ìß ܬûØ ܗÿÙîܬܪ ÚòæÜ ܣûñ̇ܘܕ ̈ . ûܐ ܒܒØûü
̈ܓÿýâ ÌØÊÙܪܪçØ . ܘåÿâ÷ܒܐ ܒܓß ÍܒÌ ܕĆãÙÝÏܐ: ܐýå̱ܐ ûÙýÜܐ

ÌÙîÍܒãܬܐ: ̈ܒûÙãÒ ܐÿãÙè Ìܐ ܒæøܘ .çÙâܪ̈ܘ áÝß ܗÿܒýÐâ ܐÏûòâ :
çÙùâÍî ÿàÝß ܗÿÙåûâ ܐØÿÏܬÿâܐ ܒܓ. ̈ܘûØܬܐܨÌÙâܬ Ìܒß Í̈ : çØÎÏ̈ܘ

ÚæÙî̈ ܪ̈ܓÍýܗܝ îܒããØ ûܐ ̱ ܼ ̱ ̈ .çØăܒ áÜ ܗÿܒýÐãܒ çýÙܒÏ̈ : ܗܘ ÑØ̱ܘܪܘ
áܒùåܪܗ ܕ÷Ø .ܕܗÍܒîܐ ܗܘ ܪܒܐ ܕĆàÝØ̱ܗ : Þàâ Ìܐ ܒûüܐܠ ܘî̇ܘ ̇

Ćàïâܐ ÿß ÌßܪÿÙîܗ ûßܘĆâܐ ܘûòâܚ ýÐâܒÿܗ ßܒÍø ÿÙܕÌü : ܪܘĆâܐ
çÙåÍܓ áÜܐ ܕÎܓ Ìß ܐÍÐâܬܐ. ̈ܘÎÐܒ ÌæÙîܐ ܪÌñܘ : Ìß ܒܐÿýâ

Ï̇ܐܪ ܒÌܘ ܐܬܪܐ . ܼܘÍÐâܐ Êâ Ìßܡ ܕĆßܐ ÊØܥ: ܝß̱ܒáÝß Ì ܪ̈ܓÍýܗ ܼ
ܪܗăÙî áÜ çÙÒܐ ܒÿýãüÿܗ : ̇ܘܬÌÙâ ܪÌæÙî ܒáÝ ܕÎÏܐ: ܘÿâܒùܐ

çÙÏûñ̈ ܒܓÌÙòܘܢ ĆàÙàøܐ ܘÍÏܪçØ ܘܗܕçØûØ : ܘñăèܐ Ćß çÙüÊùâܐûùØܗ ̈
çÙéÝâܼ ܐÌÙñܘܢ çâ ܙÍØܗ: ß̈ܒÌÙüÍܘܢ   .ܼܘçÙàÙàø ܪ̈ܗÌÙÒܘܢ çâ ܪܘÏܐ: ̈
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upon it, it dazzled my eyes, and captivated my thoughts, and made my 
reflections wander in many ways.612  

Ascent texts are most usually described as “apocalyptic,” a term full of 
various interpretations and about which many scholars debate. Aphrahat’s 
own writings of his journey to heaven and seeing the throne of God 
himself, means we must address the quagmire of discussion around 
apocalyptic texts and the equally complex term “mysticism.” 

When one encounters a text replete with angels, a sage, the heavens, a 
throne, and even a chariot, the term “apocalypse” comes to mind to de-
scribe it. This word carries enormous scholarly baggage and many scholars 
cannot even agree on how to define it. A fair amount of scholarly debate 
surrounds apocalyptic literature and its characterization, however; John 
Collins has produced a working definition of the literary genre: 

‘Apocalypse’ is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative frame-
work, in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a 
human recipient, disclosing a transcendent reality which is both tempo-
ral, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial insofar as 
it involves another, supernatural world.613 

This definition is not universally received by any means, but it is sufficiently 
broad to allow for many different texts to be categorized as apocalypses 
while at the same time not including every text with a hint of supernatural 
imagery. Apocalypses are, according to Collins, usually divided into two 
categories: those with or without otherworldly journeys.614 Given that our 

                                                 
612 D 10:8 (PS I/460.1–6) 

̈ܪܒ ܒÿÙܐ ܐß ÚæàîܒÿÙ ܓÎܐ ܕÝàâܐ ܘÚæØÍÏ ܬÍÒ çâܒܐ èܓÙܐܐ ̈ :
ܘûÏ ÊÜܬ ܒûýâ Ìܓ : ̇ܘÿØÎÏ ÊÜ ܐÍåܢ ܐÿüܒÚîÊâ Ìß Ú ܒܓÎܐ ܪܒܐ

æÙî̈ܐ ܘüܒܐ ýÐâܒÿܐ ̇ ̈ܘÌòâܐ ܪæÙî̈ܐ ܒܓåÍܐ èܓÙܐܐ: ̈ ̈. 
613 The Society of Biblical Literature Apocalypse Group developed this defin-

tion and it was published by John J. Collins, “Introduction: Towards the Morphol-
ogy of a Genre,” Semeia 14, 1 (1979): 9. For a more recent examination of the defi-
nition’s function within apocalyptic scholarship, see Adela Yarbro Collins, “Intro-
duction: Early Christian Apocalypticism,” Semeia 36 (1986): 1–11; and Robert L. 
Webb, “‘Apocalyptic’: Observations on a Slippery Term,” JNES 49, 2 (Apr. 1990): 
115–126. Rather than rehashing all the scholarly arguments, see the comprehensive 
article by Hanson, “Prolegomena,” 389–413. 

614 Collins, “Introduction, Morphology” 13–15. Collins gives three subdivi-
sions within the larger categories: apocalypses which have emphases upon the his-
torical, the cosmic, or political eschatology, and finally personal eschatology. Many 
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main interest is in the temple, the main class of apocalypses considered is 
those with an otherworldly journey to the heavenly temple or God’s place. 
A sample of Second Temple texts which fit into this category are: the Book 
of the Watchers (1 Enoch 1–36), the Similitudes of Enoch (1 Enoch 31–71), and 
2 Enoch.615 The descriptions of the celestial temple when on one of these 
otherworldly journeys recall the three-fold structure found in the descrip-
tions of the Jerusalem sanctuary in Exodus.616  

 One of the quintessential ascent texts is 1 Enoch which illustrates 
various important aspects of apocalyptic ascent literature. 1 Enoch has many 
similar images to the Demonstrations: heavenly ascent, description of the 
throne, a sage seeing the heavenly temple, and the sage’s reaction to the 
journey. 

 
 Genesis 5:24 אלהים אתו כי־לקח ואיננו את־האלהים חנוך ויתהלך  

 “Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him.”  

From this elliptical entry in the scriptures a great literary tradition began 
about the seventh antediluvian hero and visionary, Enoch.617 1 Enoch, espe-

                                                                                                             
texts transcend these subcategories, and so the subcategory classification is less 
useful in my opinion. 

615 There are many other Christian apocalypses, but for the most part they are 
not addressed in this study. One of the most famous Christian ascent passages at-
tested is 2 Cor 12:2–4 wherein Paul describes “a man” ascending to heaven. But 
Aphrahat never alludes to nor quotes this passage, see below for further discussion, 
page 186. Many different Syrian Christian texts have apocalyptic overtones, includ-
ing the Liber Graduum, the Thomas literature, Ephrem, and Macarius. For a more 
complete discussion of this matter see Golitzin, “A Testimony to Christianity as 
Transfiguration,” 130–131. For a list of various apocalyptic texts within the cate-
gory of otherworldly journeys see Collins, “Introduction: Morphology,” 15. 

616 Christopher C. Rowland, The Open Heaven: A Study of Apocalyptic in Judaism 
and Early Christianity (New York: Crossroad, 1982), 83. 

617 The scriptural citations for Enoch are Gen 4:17–18, 5:18–24, 1 Chron 1:3, 
Luke 3:37, and Jude 1:14. Gen 5:24 is alluded to in Hebrews 11:5 with a more de-
tailed account of Enoch’s journey to heaven: “By faith Enoch was taken up so that 
he should not see death; and he was not found, because God had taken him. Now 
before he was taken he was attested as having pleased God.” 

1 Enoch (3rd Cent B.C.E.–1st Cent C.E.) contains five independent books and 
additions: Chapters 1–36, The Book of the Watchers (dated approx. 3rd cent. 
B.C.E.); Ch. 37–71 The Book of the Similitudes (c. 105–64 B.C.E.); Ch. 72–82 The 
Astronomical Book (the oldest section of 1 Enoch, written no later than the 3rd cent. 
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cially the book entitled “The Book of the Watchers,” chapters 1–36, is very 
popular with later mystical writers and has some common themes with 
Aphrahat. The author of the Book of Watchers emphasizes the heavenly 
temple over and above the earth-bound temple.618 As M. Himmelfarb ex-
plains: “Ascent to heaven in 1 Enoch 14 represents an attempt to reach the 
God who is no longer understood to dwell in the Jerusalem temple.”619 The 
one who can reach God is Enoch, who as the pure sage is able to ascend to 
the heights, see the throne, and survive to tell the tale. 1 Enoch 14 has an 
amazing description of the tripartite structure similar to the structure of the 
Jerusalem temple with an outer courtyard enveloping two houses.620 In 

                                                                                                             
B.C.E.); Ch. 83–90 The Book of Dreams (c. 165–161 B.C.E.); and Ch. 91–107 The 
Epistle of Enoch (from 170 B.C.E.). The Astronomical Book, the Book of the 
Watchers, and the Epistle of Enoch all predate the last six chapters of Daniel. The 
composition, known to us as, 1 Enoch, survives completely only in an Ethiopic 
translation. 2 Enoch, or Slavonic Enoch, likely dates from the late first century C.E., 
and 3 Enoch, or Sefer Hekhalot, has traditions dating back to 132 C.E. with the liter-
ary attribution to Rabbi Ishmael, but it probably comes from the fifth or sixth cen-
tury C.E. See E. Isaac, “I (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” OTP 1:7; and James C. 
VanderKam, “Biblical Interpretation in 1 Enoch and Jubilees,” chap. in From Revela-
tion to Canon: Studies in the Hebrew Bible and Second Temple Literature (Leiden: Brill, 
2000), 276–279. 

For a full discussion see: Francis I. Andersen, “2 (Slavonic Apocalypse of) 
Enoch,” OTP 1:91–221; and P. S. Alexander, “3 (Hebrew Apocalypse of) Enoch,” 
OTP 1:223–315. See also John J. Collins, “The Place of Apocalypticism in the Re-
ligion of Israel,” in Ancient Israelite Religion: Essays in Honor of Frank Moore Cross, eds. 
Patrick D. Miller, Jr., Paul D. Hanson, and S. Dean McBride (Philadelphia, PA: 
Fortress Press, 1987), 559–558; Freedman, ed. ABD, s.v. “Enoch, First Book of,” 
by George W. E. Nickelsburg.; VanderKam, “Biblical Interpretation in 1 Enoch and 
Jubilees,” 276–304; Eskola, Messiah and the Throne, 376; and Andrei Orlov, “The 
Flooded Arboretums: The Garden Traditions in the Slavonic Version of 3 Baruch 
and the Book of Giants,” CBQ 65, 2 (Apr 2003): 184–196. See also the resources at 
www.marquette.edu/maqom for bibliographic resources on the Enochic literature. 

618 Rowland, The Open Heaven, 220–221 and Halperin, Faces of the Chariot, 81. 
619 Himmelfarb, “From Prophecy to Apocalypse,” 161. 
620 Robert A. Briggs, Jewish Temple Imagery in the Book of Revelation, Studies in Bib-

lical Literature, Vol. 10, ed. Hemchand Gossai (New York: Peter Lang, 1999), 119. 
Briggs suggests that temple is not the most important image in 1 Enoch 14; it is de-
picting heaven as the route of the stars and source of water, etc. Briggs has missed 
the centrality of the Jerusalem temple. If Philo’s contention is correct, then the 
temple is the basic structure of the cosmos itself. For more about Philo, see page 
113. The Temple is the gateway by which one can journey to the heavens and see 
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Enoch’s vision, the heavenly throne is within the two houses, one of marble 
and fire, the second completely of fire. It becomes common in later Jewish 
heavenly ascent literature to have the adept journey through three stages. 
He ascended through the wall, which corresponds to the balustrade—which 
in the Jerusalem temple marked the boundary between the Court of the 
Gentiles and the inner temple (‘ulam). Then the adept arrives at the sanctu-
ary building (great house or hekhal), and then the second house, the holy of 
holies (devir) containing the divine throne. The tripartite structure of the 
temple embodies a cosmology of three heavens.621  

Enoch’s vision of the temple has influences from Ezekiel 1.622 I. Gru-
enwald observes that 1 Enoch 14 “can be considered a model-vision of Mer-
kavah mysticism.”623 This is possibly one of the earliest accounts of a person 
ascending to the heavenly temple extant.624  

And as I [Enoch] shook and trembled, I fell upon my face and saw a vi-
sion. And behold there was an opening before me (and) a second house 
… in every respect it excelled (the other)—in glory and great honor—to 

                                                                                                             
the stars, etc, so it is of paramount importance for the Enochic literature as well as 
for Aphrahat. As T. Eskola observes about 1 Enoch 14: “The whole scene is theo-
cratic, transcendent, and cultic. All this is supported by an intentional use of temple 
imagery.” Eskola, Messiah and the Throne, 73. 

621 Morray-Jones, A Transparent Illusion, 30; and Martha Himmelfarb, “Apoca-
lyptic Ascent and the Heavenly Temple,” in SBL: 1987 Seminar Papers ed. Kent H. 
Richards, (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1988), 211. 

622 See Rachel Elior, “From Earthly Temple to Heavenly Shrines: Prayer and 
Sacred Son in the Hekhalot Literature and Its Relation to Temple Traditions,” JSQ 4 
(1997): 217–267; and April D. DeConick, Voices of the Mystics, Journal for the study 
of the New Testament, supplement series, vol. 157 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 2001), 59–64. 

In 1 Enoch 14, C. C. Rowland finds parallels with Dan 7:13, T. Abraham 10, 
Ezek 8:2, and 2 Kgs 2:11, Exod 24:10; 38:22; b. Hagiah 15a; Is 6.1; Ezek 1.26; Dan 
7.9; Rev 4.2; Slav. Enoch 22.2; and Life of Adam and Eve 25. Christopher C. Row-
land, “The Second Temple: Focus of Ideological Struggle?,” in Templum Amicitae: 
Essays on the Second Temple Presented to Ernst Bammel, ed. William Horbury (Sheffield: 
JSOT Press, 1991), 179. 

623 Gruenwald, Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism, 36. 
624 Stone suggested that the Book of Watchers of Enoch date from the third cen-

tury B.C.E. since some fragments were found at Qumran. Michael E. Stone, Scrip-
tures, Sects and Visions: A Profile of Judaism from Ezra to Jewish Revolts (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1980), 30–31. 
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the extent (of its glory and honor) it is impossible for me to recount to 
you concerning its glory and greatness.625 

Enoch is not the only scriptural figure who trembled at the sight of God. 
Aphrahat describes Moses as trembling when he went up Mt. Sinai to re-
ceive the commandments.626 Aphrahat’s description of Moses’ ascent and 
vision of God has many similar ideas and similar terminology to Enoch’s 
vision in 1 Enoch. Aphrahat also states the ineffable aspect of the vision of 
God, as Enoch does in the previous passage. Aphrahat writes: “All mouths 
are inadequate, all languages are insufficient.”627 Enoch’s vision of the heav-
enly throne continues in 1 Enoch 14: 

And I observed and saw inside it a lofty throne—its appearance was like 
crystal and its wheels like the shining sun; and the voice of the cheru-
bim; and from beneath the throne were issuing streams of flaming fire. 
It was difficult to look at it. And the Great Glory was sitting upon it—as 
for his gown, which was shining more brightly than the sun, it was 
whiter than any snow. None of the angels was able to come in and see 
the face of the Excellent and the Glorious One; and no one of the flesh 
can see him—the flaming fire was round about him, and a great fire 
stood before him.628  

Aphrahat describes the sage seeing the ministering angels with analogous 
imagery to 1 Enoch 14, but he adds different details from the Enochic ac-
count. “All the Watchers are eager to minister to him and the Seraphs cry 
‘holy’ to his glory, flying with their swift wings, and their white and shining 
garments, veiling their faces from his shining [countenance], rushing swifter 
than the wind.”629 In both accounts the ministering angels are unable to 
look upon God and are serving him.630 The common denominator between 
                                                 

625 1 Enoch 14:14–16. Isaac, “I (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” 20–21. 
626 See D 18:4 (PS I/828.4–6), see page 139. 
627 D 23:59 (PS II/121.23–124.2) see page 142. 
628 1 Enoch 14:18–22, in Isaac, “I (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” 21. 
629 D 14:35 (PS I/ 664.4–6) see page 140. Aphrahat uses almost exactly the 

same terms to describe the angels serving the Shekintā when Moses sees the throne 
in Passage #4 D 18:4 (PS I/828.4–18). 

630 The ministering angels who intercede in the heavenly temple are function-
ing as the priests do in the earthly Jerusalem temple. M. Himmelfarb suggests that 
some of the apocalyptic literature was actually produced within the priestly com-
munity rather than just the prophetic realm of Jewish life. Himmelfarb, Ascent to 
Heaven, 28 and 211. 
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Aphrahat and 1 Enoch is most likely the Hebrew scriptures rather than any 
direct source reliance of Aphrahat upon the Enochic literature.631 Aphrahat 
uses many images about the heavenly temple similar to those found in 
Enoch, but the name Enoch is only mentioned twelve times in the Demon-
strations. The aspect of Enoch’s story which Aphrahat notes most often is 
that Enoch was translated,632 to heaven so he would not die because of his 
excellence and because he was pleasing to God.633 Enoch’s vision and his 
prophetic and mystical roles are wholly ignored. Enoch is a very minor 
character in Aphrahat’s work, and this is interesting given the great role that 
Enoch had in Jewish apocalypse and ascent writings.634 Aphrahat is far 
more interested in Elijah than Enoch.635 The Demonstrations and 1 Enoch 
have some common elements which suggests that their authors participate 
in the same mystical tradition stemming from the common source of heav-
enly temple descriptions in the Hebrew scriptures.  

 In Hebrew scriptures, the one who first and foremost may see God 
is Moses himself. Aphrahat uses Moses as the paradigmatic ascent character 
for the Christian sage; although, Aphrahat does warn against trying to fulfill 
all aspects of Moses’ ascent. To remind the reader of Aphrahat’s own words 
about Moses’ ascent to see God; it is as follows: 
 

Dem. 18:4 (PS I/828.4–18) Moses went up to Mount Sinai, entered into 
the cloud, and received the commandment. Moses saw the shining 

                                                                                                             
The Watchers in 1 Enoch 12–16 are symbolically presented as disobedient 

priests who need the guidance and correction of Enoch. M. E. Stone concludes 
that: “The portrayal here of the watchers as disobedient priests from the heavenly 
temple suggests that this author has a complaint against the Jerusalem priesthood, 
and the setting of the story in upper Galilee near the ancient shrine of Dan may 
reflect the actual geographical place of origin of this tradition.” Stone, Jewish Writ-
ings of the Second Temple, 93. 

631 A. Orlov suggests that Aphrahat most likely uses Mosaic adaptations of the 
Enochic tradition in a similar manner to Ezekiel the Tragedian’s Exagoge. Personal 
correspondence, January 2005. See page 140. 

632 The verb “translated” is the ethpa’el of the root ܐæü shnā. Payne Smith, 
586–587.  

633 Cf. Letter of Inquiry PS I/4.12, D1:4 (33.9), D22:3 (PS I/996.11) and 
D23:31 (PS II/73.25–27). 

634 Ephrem mentions both Elijah and Enoch in the Nisibene Hymn 36:2, but it 
is a straightforward reference concerning those who will not be found in Sheol. 

635 See discussion of Elijah and Enoch in Aphrahat, page 183. 
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splendor, was afraid, and quaked. Trembling seized him, for he saw the 
Shekintā of the Most High which drew near to the mountain, the great 
power of the throne of God, to which the myriads and thousands minis-
ter, veiling their faces from his shining splendor. They rush and swiftly 
fly with their wings, calling, sanctifying, and exalting his majesty. They 
are watchful, prepared, and swiftly rushing; [they are] adorned, beautiful, 
excellent, and desirable. They rush, sanctifying, accomplishing his com-
mandment, ascending and descending in the air, like swift lightning 
flashes.636 

One of the key differences between the Moses account in Dem. 18:4 and the 
other three ascent passages (Dem. 14:35, Dem. 23:59, and Dem. 10:8), is that 
Moses encounters the divine physically while remaining on the earth.637 In 
the other rapture accounts, Aphrahat describes an “inner” versus “in the 
body” ascent. This difference is crucial because there were those, both Jews 
and Christians, who believed that they could see the body of the Divine 
with their physical eyes. The background of this idea is an anthropomorphic 
understanding of the Deity. Aphrahat both uses ideas very similar to an-
thropomorphism and refutes it in his Demonstrations. The whole concept of 
“seeing God,” how a person may do so and where it may occur is closely 
linked with this issue. 

For Aphrahat, it is the Christian sage who has become a temple for 
God who may ascend to the heavens and see God with the eyes of his 
heart. The mystical vision of ascent to the heavenly throne described by 
Aphrahat follows I. Gruenwald’s definition for apocalypse literature almost 
exactly, except that in Gruenwald’s definition it is the soul which ascends, 
rather than the intellect.638 Gruenwald defines the mystical vision thus: 
                                                 

636 D 18:4 (PS I/828.4–18)  
ܼܘüÍâ úàèܐ ÍÓßܪܐ ܕÚæÙè ܘáî ܒææïܐ ܘøܒåÊøÍñ áܐ ܼܘÎÏܐ üÍâܐ . ܼ

 ܕܪĆâܐ ܙÍØܐ üܒÐÙܐ ܘܐܬܪܗܒ ܘܙܥ ܘܪܬÿØܐ ܐÊÏܗ ܕÎÏܐ ÿæÙÝüܗ
 Ìß çÙýãýâܐ ܕĆâܐ ܕÌßܕܐ ÌÙèܪÍÜܐ ܪܒܐ ܕĆàÙÏ ܪܐÍÒ áî ÿÝãèܕ

ܼܪ̈ܒÍܬܐ ܘܐòßܐ çÙéÝâ ܐÌÙñܘܢ çâ ܙÍØܗ üܒÐÙܐ ̈ ̈ : çÙÏûñܘ çÙÒܘܪܗ
̈ܒܓÌÙòܘܢ ĆàÙàøܐ çØûÙî ܘçØÊØÿî : ܘçØûø ܘçÙüÊùâ ܘûß çÙâûâûâܒÍܬܗ: ̈

ܪܗçÙÒ ܘçÙüÊùâ : ܗܕçØûØ ܘØܐçØ ܘñܐçØ ܘܪܓÙܓçÙ: ܘçÙàÙàø ܒăܗÌÙÒܘܢ
ÌåÊøÍñ çØûãܘܓ :àèܐ܀ĆàÙàø ܐøăܒ ÞØܒܐܐܪ ܐ çØÿÐåܘ çÙù̈ 

637 D 18:4 (PS I/828:4–6) See page 139. 
638 The key to both traditions of mystical vision is that the inner aspect of the 

person sees the divine. The differences between using the more traditional “soul” 
 instead of Aphrahat’s preference for “intellect” (or the cognates (ýòå napshāܐ)
thereof) is negligible. In D 4:11 (PS I/161), the soul is the area which is cleaned by 
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[w]hen the soul of the mystic sees itself as transported to heavenly 
realms, receives information there and thereafter returns to the body. 
The major point of difference between prophetism and apocalyptic is 
the desire for direct vision of the deity in heaven. This is a new stage of 
development, instead of the old or regular way of encountering the di-
vine who dwells in the sanctuary or temple.639  

If one chooses to follow Gruenwald’s characterization, then Aphrahat’s 
descriptions of the heavens and the role of the Sage’s inner being may fit 
more appropriately within the apocalyptic realm rather than the prophetic. 
Aphrahat has a melding of these two traditions as defined by Gruenwald. 
Following our contention that temple imagery is key in Aphrahat, then the 
encounter with the divine is a direct vision of God in heaven but via a spiri-
tualized and internalized concept of the temple. However, at least within 
the context of Aphrahat’s personal vision in Dem. 10:8, there may be a fur-
ther witness to this vision occurring within the church building during the 
eucharistic celebration. The Sage in Aphrahat’s work receives the knowl-
edge of God, which he then proclaims back on earth. As Aphrahat writes in 
Dem. 10:8 concerning faith and the teachings of the Lord:  

For whoever withholds part of anything he has received, whatever he 
has received will be taken away from him. Because, my friend, I have 
discovered that, receiving now from that treasure that does not fail, I 
have sent it to you; yet though I have sent it to you, it is all with me. The 
treasure does not fail because it is the wisdom of God, and the steward 
is our Lord Jesus Christ.640  

Aphrahat’s sage character functions as the mystic who may be taken to 
heaven where he sees God, gains the divine treasure, and returns to earth to 

                                                                                                             
Jesus’ name to allow for the receiving of grace. Aphrahat uses soul over 150 times 
throughout all of his works, most often to describe the inner area of the human 
being which may receive the Holy Spirit. See too, Terzoli, “Áme et Esprit chez 
Aphraate,” 105–118, and Pierre, Aphraate le sage persan, vol. 1, 185–187. 

639 Gruenwald, From Apocalypticism to Gnosticism, 134. 
640 D 10:8 (PS I/461.25–464.6). 

Ìæâ Ìß áøÿýâ áܒøܐܦ ܕ áùüܡ ܕÊâ çâ ܐĆàÜܕ ûÙܓ çâܼ áÓâ ܗåܐ . ̇
Îܗܘ ܓ çâ ܐæܐ ܙܒåÌܒ áùýãß ÿÐÝüܕܐ ÞØܐ ÚܒÙܒÏ̇

ܼ ûéÏ ܐĆßܐ ܕ
Ìæâ Þß ܪܬÊü :ÌàÜ ܘܗܝÿØܬܝ ܐÍß ܪܬÊü Þß ÊÜܐ . ̱ܘĆß ûÙܐ ܓÎܓ

ûéÏ :ܐÌßܕܐ ûÙܗ ܗܝ ܓÿãÝÏ̱ :ܐÐÙýâ ܥÍýØ ܢûâ ܐÿÙܘܪܒ ܒ 
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teach what he has seen. His mystical journey has many overtones of other-
worldly journeys as appearing within Merkabah literature.  

Aphrahat is a mystic who describes visionary ascent journeys by 
Moses, an unnamed Sage, and by himself. These ascents involve traveling to 
the heavenly temple which sounds very similar to a Jewish Rabbinic mysti-
cal tradition called Merkabah mysticism. As explained in the introduction of 
this work, Merkabah mysticism is practiced by those who are described as 
Descenders to the Chariot follow a visionary based mystical tradition fol-
lowing the inspiration of Ezekiel. Rabbi Yohanan ben Zakkai (approx. 150 
C.E.) is one of the famous adherents to this mystical tradition. The Sage or 
visionary adept ascends through the heavenly palaces (Hekhalot) and 
through this journey he must deal with angels, trials, and then the sage may 
stand before the Heavenly Throne and see the Glory of God. The Chariot 
language comes from Ezekiel and his heavenly chariot as the means by 
which the adept may ascend.641  

 An apocalypse or revelation of the heart is a motif which is also 
shown in Merkabah mysticism of the later Jewish tradition. The Syrian 
Christians are an interesting witness, or even bridge, between the Second 
Temple apocalypse literature and the Jewish mystical traditions of the later 
middle ages. We find a few instances of Merkabah ascent texts in the Baby-
lonian Talmud. 

The Talmudic texts were compiled around 200 to 500 C.E., so Aphra-
hat’s own writings were in the middle of the compilation.642 Therefore, we 
cannot presume that Aphrahat read a completed version of the Talmud, 
although he may have known of some of the common themes and ideas. 
The most likely common source between Aphrahat and the Rabbinic au-
thors is the Hebrew scriptures itself. Even though the Talmud was not 
completed until long after Aphrahat’s time the vision ascent accounts have 
many common features with the Sage’s own writings and show a common 
mystical bent in the Jewish and Syriac Christian thought.  

                                                 
641 See Introduction, page 25. 
642 Adin Steinsaltz, The Talmud: The Steinsaltz Edition (New York: Random 

House, 1989), 1–3. David Halperin argues that the ascent to the Hekhalot accounts 
are far earlier than the compilations and may stretch to before the turn of the 
common era. If this is the case, then it would be possible that Aphrahat did know 
something of the Merkabah riders vision accounts; however, we cannot determine 
this with any certainty. Halperin, The Faces of the Chariot, 63–64. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



176 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

The Babylonian Talmud has a few stories which suggest the presence 
of Merkabah mysticism with stories of the rabbis who have “expounded on 
the works of the Chariot.” One key idea which comes out of these stories is 
that a person who wishes to study the mysteries of the Chariot must have 
five qualifications (from a reading of Isaiah 3:3): “The captain of fifty, and 
the man of rank, and the counselor, and the cunning charmer, and the skill-
ful enchanter.”643 This text refers to someone who is over the age of fifty 
and who has come to a knowledge of his own mind. Age is of great impor-
tance for these sages; there is a story of a school age boy who started to 
expound on the Chariot and was engulfed in flames. So one must be a sage 
who is older and who has studied the scriptures for many years. Only those 
who are worthy of the honor will see God as the Gemara author of the BT 
Megillah 24b states:  

They said to R. Judah: many have discerned sufficiently [with their 
mind’s eye] to expound the Chariot (1 Ez) and yet they never saw it? 
What says R. Judah to this? There [he can reply], all depends on the dis-
cernment of the heart, and the expounder by concentrating his mind can 
know, but here one reads for the benefit which he derives there from, 
and this one derives no benefit.644 

R. Judah emphasizes the importance of the adept’s heart and the focus of 
the mind for dealing with Ezekiel’s chariot which means ascent visions. So 
the worthy person must have the right inner fortitude and concentration to 
be able to go through such a mystical journey. Aphrahat has a similar idea 
concerning who may see God: a sage must be wise and well educated in the 
teaching of scriptures, and he must have the correct spiritual disposition.645 
Two stories from the Talmud bear quoting in full concerning the “ex-
pounding on the Chariot.” The first is the story of R. Eleazar and R. 
Joḥanan b. Zakkai. R. Eleazar asks to be able to “expound on the works of 

                                                 
643 BT Hagigah, Chapter 3, col. 13a. See Israel Abrahams, “Hagigah,” The Baby-

lonian Talmud Seder Mo’ed, vol. IV, ed. Isidore Epstein (London: Soncino Press, 
1938), 75–76. 

644 BT Megillah 24b. See Maurice Simon, “Megillah,” The Babylonian Talmud Se-
der Mo’ed, vol. IV, ed. Isidore Epstein (London: Soncino Press, 1938), 146. Also 
cited in Halperin, 335. The Mishnah Megillah 4:10f states: “They do not use as the 
prophetic lection the selection of the chariot.” Ezek 1:1ff. The Mishnah, ed. Jacob 
Neusner (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 324. 

645 See section above, “To See God,” p. 165. 
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the Chariot.” R. Joḥanan b. Zakkai then gets off the donkey and sits under 
an olive tree:  

[...] he answered “Is it proper that whilst thou art expounding the ‘Work 
of the Chariot,’ and the Divine Presence is with us, and the ministering 
angels accompany us, I should ride on the ass!” R. Eleazar started ex-
pounding, and “forthwith fire came down from heaven and encom-
passed all the trees in the field; [thereupon] they all began to utter [di-
vine] song. What was the song they uttered?—“Praise the Lord from the 
earth, ye sea-monsters, and all deeps … fruitful trees and all cedars … 
Hallelujah.” (Ps. 148: 7, 9, 14.) An angel [then] answered from the fire 
and said: This is the very ‘Work of the Chariot.’646 

This passage has many interesting aspects: what starts the vision, the setting 
for it, the angels, and fire. In this Talmudic passage, one rather audacious 
Rabbi, Eleazar, asks to be able to explain or experience the works of the 
Chariot. His elder and, one assumes, more mystically experienced compan-
ion R. Joḥanan b. Zakkai then complies by getting off his donkey and the 
“expounding” begins. So having an experienced mentor is important and 
just asking to be able to have the vision means one may receive it. Aphrahat 
does not have the idea of a mentor visionary; however, in Dem. 14:35 he 
does allude to the idea that one must have the correct inner disposition in 
order to have the ascent vision. One’s mind and heart must be in the right 
place. The setting for the Talmudic vision is on the side of the road, not in 
some special place or within a large gathering. So it seems one may experi-
ence the Chariot anywhere. The last two aspects of this vision fit together, 
the angels and the heavenly fire. The act of having the vision of the Chariot 
causes a forest fire and the angels to come down and sing. One interesting 
congruence with Aphrahat’s ascent accounts is that through the study or 
expounding on Scripture the angels are brought down to earth to be pre-
sent with the Sage. This is reminiscent of Aphrahat’s Dem. 14:35 ascent ac-
count where there is also a “descending into the heart.” The divine, in turn, 
descends to the mundane level contingent upon the right actions of the 
sage.  

We now turn to a second Chariot account found in the Babylonian 
Talmud concerning R. Joshua and R. Jose the priest. 

                                                 
646 BT Hagigah 14b. Abrahams, “Hagigah,” 88–89. 
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They said: Let us also expound the ‘Work of the Chariot’; so R. Joshua 
began an exposition. Now that day was the summer solstice; [neverthe-
less] the heavens became overcast with clouds and a kind of rainbow 
appeared in the cloud, and the ministering angels assembled and came 
to listen like people who assemble and come to watch the entertain-
ments of a bridegroom and bride. [Thereupon] R. Jose the priest went 
and related what happened before R. Johanan b. Zakkai and [the latter] 
said: Happy are ye, and happy is she that bore you; happy are my eyes 
that have seen thus. Moreover, in my dream, I and ye were reclining on 
Mount Sinai, when a Bath Kol (heavenly voice) was sent to us, [saying]: 
Ascend hither, ascend hither! [Here are] great banqueting chambers and 
fine dining couches prepared for you; you and your disciples and your 
disciples’ disciples are designated for the third class.647 

This story has the ascent of the sages to the heavenly realm set within the 
context of a dream, similar to Jacob’s dream of Genesis 31. In this story the 
ascent does not occur within the context of the expounding on the Chariot, 
rather it occurs after, but it is still “triggered” because of the student com-
ing to understand the meaning of the Chariot. In this account of the Char-
iot, there is also tangible physical effects upon the earth. In the first ac-
count, a forest fire; in this account, a storm with a rainbow. The angels also 
appear for the experience; in the first, they sing; in the second, they are 
gathering as though for a wedding. R. Joḥanan b. Zakkai is then told by a 
heavenly voice that he may come up to heaven with his students and that 
there is a great feast waiting for him. Aphrahat has very little in common 
with this account of the Chariot except for the angels and the whole idea of 
ascending to the heavens. 

 We have seen some examples of the classic Babylonian Talmudic ac-
counts of the Chariot and what happens to the sage who comes to expound 
upon Ezekiel’s chariot. Some key aspects are physical effects upon earth of 
the vision, the angels coming down to listen, the sage going up to heaven, 
the Divine coming to be present with the men who are able to understand 
the Scripture fully and the sage having a mystical vision either in a dream or 
awake. 

 For Aphrahat, the ideal result of becoming a divine temple is that the 
person may see God with the eyes of the mind while the body still remains 

                                                 
647 This quotation then leads straight into the garden or pardes account of R. 

Akiba. BT Hagigah 14b Abrahams, “Hagigah,” 89–90.  
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on earth. In Dem. Six, Aphrahat declares: “Let us clean our hearts from 
wickedness, so that we may see the Most High in his Glory.”648 Later in the 
chapter he expands the description of the righteous by incorporating Isa 
33:17: “Whoever cleans his heart from dishonesty, ‘His eyes shall see the 
King in his beauty.’” (Isa 33.17)649 A. Golitzin observes that Isa 33:17 is 
used “routinely” to refer to eschatological visions by various Christian au-
thors from the second century C.E. onwards even into the eleventh cen-
tury.650 So Aphrahat is in good company with his use of Isaiah within the 
context of humans seeing God. Isaiah is also important for those who have 
anthropomorphite tendencies.651  

                                                 
648 D 6:1 (PS I/240.15–16) åܐĆßÍî çâ çܒß ܐÜÊܼ :ܗûùØܐ ܒܐĆâûß ܐÎÐåܕ  
649 D 6:1 (PS I/252.7–9) 

çâ̱ ܕÜÊâܐ ßܒĆàÝå çâ Ìܐ Ýàãßܐ ܒûñÍýܗ ÍæÙî çØÎÐåܗܝ
̈ ̈ ܼ ̇ . 

650 Golitzin, “Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men,” 133. 
Aphrahat only quotes Isa 33:17 twice in his Demonstrations. The second passage 

is D 9:4 (PS I/413.14–16) “The inner chambers of their hearts are full of good 
treasures, and their conscience* is pure from deceit. The eyes of their mind con-
template what is above; they gaze on the beauty of their Lord (Isa 33:17) and re-
joice at all times.”  

̈ܬܘß ÚåܒÌܘܢ ÿãÙè çÙàâܐ Òܒÿܐ ̈ ܼܘܕçÙÜ ܐçÙå ܬܐܪ̈ܬܗܘܢ ݊ ĆàÝå çâܐ: ̈ ̈ .
ÌÙîÊâ ÚæÙî̈ܘܢ â÷ܕܢ ܒûܘĆâܐ ̈ : çØûÙÏܗܘûñÍýܗܘܢܒûâܕ  : Ìܒ çØÊÏܘ

çܙܒ áÝܒ. 
  (ti’rātā is the same word as the Greek term θεωρíα theoria ܬܐܪ̈ܬܐ)*
651 The desire to believe that God had a body which has a head, arms, and legs 

of cosmic proportions includes Christian and Jewish traditions, for example, the 
Shicur Qomah texts. The rabbinic anthropomorphite tendencies expand from the 
scriptural references and were included in the Talmudic traditions which survived 
into the middle ages. A small sample of scriptural verses with anthropomorphite 
overtones: Gen 1:26, Isa 66:1, Exod 17:6. Num 11:33 even suggests that the Lord 
has a nose. As M. Bar-Ilan explains: “This ancient belief was elaborated as could be 
seen in Shiur Qoma and in the words attributed to R. Ismael, R. Akiba, Rab, and R. 
Hisda.” Meir Bar-Ilan, “The Hand of God: A Chapter in Rabbinic Anthropmor-
phism,” http://faculty.biu.ac.il/~barilm/handofgd.html: www.mu.edu/maqom, 
2003, page 7. See also Graham Gould, “The Image of God and the Anthropomor-
phite Controversy in Fourth Century Monasticism,” in Origeniana Quinta, ed. Robert 
J. Daly (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1992), 549–557. 

One Christian sect of the fourth century, the Audians, interpreted Isaiah liter-
ally and claimed that God had bodily parts of cosmic proportion. Theodoret of 
Cyrus and Epiphanius of Salamis both describe the Audian sectarians in their writ-
ings, and Ephrem even mentions them by name. Theodoret writes: “he [Audius] 
understood the Divine Being to have a human form, and conjectured it to be en-
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The humble, those who reject the world,652 and the sage653 are those 
who may see God if they completely follow the ascetic and celibate life. 
Occasionally, Aphrahat uses straightforward “see” to describe what a per-
son may be able to do with regards to interacting with God while in the 
ascent moment. This may imply that a person can see God with the physi-
cal eyes of the body. When all his writings are considered, it is my conten-
tion that Aphrahat is fighting against a view that one may physically ascend 
to the divine temple and see God. He goes to great pains to make sure that 
his audience realizes that one cannot see God with the body’s eyes; it is with 
                                                                                                             
veloped in bodily parts.” Theodoret of Cyrus, The Ecclesiastical History, 114. Theo-
doret, Eccl. Hist. Chp. IX, Théodoret de Cyr, Histoire des Moines de Syrie, 372–405. 
For an English translation, see Theodoret of Cyrus, The Ecclesiastical History, Vol. 3, 
NPNF Second Series, trans. B. Jackson (New York, NY: Christian Literature Pub., 
1892; reprint Hendrickson, 1995), 114. See also Epiphanius, Panarion, 6, 70, 1. 
Epiphanius, Panarion Haer. 65–80 De Fide, vol. 3, ed. Karl Holl (Berlin: Akademie-
Verlag, 1985), 232–249. For an English translation see, Epiphanius of Salamis, 
Panarion, vol. XXXVI, Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies, trans. Frank Williams 
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994), 403–417.  

See the following for secondary sources on the Audians: Henri C. Puech, 
“Audianer,” Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1950), 
910–915; Frank L. Cross and Elizabeth A. Livingstone, eds. Oxford Dictionary of the 
Christian Church, 2d ed., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974; reprint Oxford 
University Press, 1993), s.v. “Audiai.”; and Fred Ledegang, “Anthropomorphites 
and Origenists in Egypt at the End of the Fourth Century,” in Origeniana Septima, 
eds. Wolfgang A. Bienert and Uwe Kuhneweg (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 
1999), 375–379; Heinz Kruse, “Ein Audianische Nachtgebet im Römischen Bre-
vier?” OrChr 66 (1982): 75–97; and Guy G. Stroumsa, “Jewish and Gnostic Tradi-
tions among the Audians,” in Sharing the Sacred: Religious Contacts and Conflicts in the 
Holy Land, eds. Arieh Kofsky and Guy G. Stroumsa (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben Zvi, 
1998), 97–108. 

652 D 6:1 (PS I/245.15–19) “But let us leave the world which is not ours, so 
that we may arrive at the place to which we have been invited. Let us raise up our 
eyes to the heights, so that we may see the splendour which shall be revealed. Let 
us lift up our wings as eagles, so that we may see the Body there where it is.”  

çàØܐ ܕĆßܐ ܕĆãàî çØܩ ܕÍܒýå :Ìß çÙâܐܬܪܐ ܕܐܙܕĆß çïæãåܕ . çÙæÙî ûÙÓå̈
äØûå̱ ܓçÙò ܐăýå ÞØܐ ܕÍØÎÐåܗܝ . ܕÎÐåܐ Ðâ÷ßܐ ܕÿâܓĆàܐ: ûãßܘĆâܐ

̈

 .ܗ̱ܝòßܓûܐ ûÜ ܕܐÿØܘ
653 A sample of the numerous articles on the topic of visio dei are: Antoine 

Guillaumont, “Les visions mystiques dans le monachisme oriental Chrétien.,” chap. 
in Les Visions Mystiques (Paris: Nouvelles de l’Institut Catholique de Paris, 1977; 
Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 1979), 116–127; Bonian, “Purity of Heart in Syriac 
Prayer.” 121–126. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



 THE SAGE “MAY” SEE GOD 181 

the eyes of faith or with the eyes of the heart. The “seeing” is interiorized; 
the channel is not the physical eye but the interior eye of the heart or soul. 
Aphrahat opens and closes his Demonstrations, in a rather chiastic manner, by 
setting all of his writings on the spiritual rather than on the more mundane 
physical plane. In the first Demonstration, he writes: “Listen, therefore, my 
friend, and open the inner eyes of your heart to me, and the senses of your 
mind to the matter that I will say to you.”654 The final Demonstration has in 
part the prayer: “Open our ears to the prayer of your writings, and the eyes 
of our hearts will reach out near to you on high.”655 The eyes of the heart 
are the primary function for the person, not the physical senses; it is the 
spiritual sense which is most important. 

In Aphrahat’s view, those persons who strive to develop their spiritual 
senses, their heart’s eyes, are the humble.656 He wrote a whole Demonstra-

                                                 
654 D 1:1 (PS I/5:12–15) 

ðãü̈ ܕÏ çØܒÙܒÚ ܘÿñܚ ß ÚæÙî ÚßܒÞ ܓÿØÍܐ ܘܪ̈ܓÚý ܗܘÞå ܪ̈ܘæÏܐ  ̈ ܼ
Êãß̱ܡ ܕܐûâ ܐåܐ Þß܀

̇ 
655 D 23:53 (PS II/104.15–17) 

ÞÙãܓÿñܬܐ ܕÍß÷ß ܚÿñ çÙå̈ܐܕ ̈ܘß ÚæÙîܒÍß çÏÿâÿå çܬܟ ûãßܘĆâܐ: ̈ ̈. 
656 Pachomius of Egypt (c. 292–346 C.E.) also notes the importance of being 

humble if one is to see God. His further reputed agenda is to emphasize that one 
should not ask to see God; it is granted to a few select people who are worthy. He 
says further: “But all the same, hear about a great vision. For what is greater than 
such a vision, to see the invisible God in a visible man, his temple?” Pachomian 
Koinonia, vol. 1, trans. Armand Veilleux (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications 
Inc., 1980), 330. See the First Greek Life of Pachomius, Section 48. Critical edition 
François Halkin, Sancti Pachomii Vitae Graecae, Subsidia hagiographica 19. Brussels, 
1932. See also Henry Chadwick, “Pachomios and the Idea of Sanctity,” in The Byz-
antine Saint: University of Birmingham Fourteenth Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, ed. 
Sergei Hackel (London: Fellowship of St Alban and St Sergius, 1980), 11–24. For 
further exploration of Pachomius’ ascetic ideal, see also Elm, ‘Virgins of God’ , 283–
311. 

Pachomius himself is this temple of God, as argued by Mark S. Burrows in 
“On the Visibility of God in the Holy Man: A Reconsideration of the Role of the 
Apa in the Pachomian Vitae,” VC 41 (1987): 11–33. Pachomius’ hagiographer re-
duces the importance of seeing God and transfers this concern to seeing God’s 
creation. Pachomius himself then exemplifies God’s temple. There is an underlying 
concern that there are those within Pachomius’ community who are asking to see 
God and may even be proud of their visions. The trivializing of the vision experi-
ence may be due to pressures within the community which are not directly dis-
cussed. Aphrahat may have similar difficulties within his audience given his great 
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tion on the topic of the humble people, Dem. Nine. In it, he uses a confla-
tion of verses from Proverbs to provide the scriptural evidence for combin-
ing humility and seeing: “Again, it says, ‘The one with a humble spirit and 
downcast eyes is better than the one who conquers a city.’”657 He continues 
to write about the holy person’s body remaining on the earth while the 
heart and the mind are in the heavens:  

The humble person has humility, and his heart is lifted up to the highest 
height, the place [where] his treasure is; there he meditates. His [physi-
cal] eyes gaze at the earth, but the eyes of his mind658 see the highest 
height.659  

Two later passages in Dem. Nine, echo the same themes of the humble per-
son’s “eyes of the mind” accessing and regarding the heavenly treasures. 
Aphrahat is very careful always to emphasize that it is the mind or the intel-
ligence which can ascend to the heavens; it is not the humble person’s body 
that is taken up to heaven.660 

Aphrahat uses many similar terms to describe what aspect of the per-
son actually goes up to heaven, they are: ܐÿÙîܬܪ tarcitā intelligence, mind, 
thought, or conscience661; ܐÿܒýÐâ mahshabtā reasoning, meditation, or 
intention662; ܐæÙîܪ recyānā intellect, reflection, or mind663; and ܐîÊâ madcā 

                                                                                                             
emphasis upon the mental vision and ascent rather than some physical manifesta-
tion thereof.  

657 D 9:1 (PS I/408:14–16) Proverbs 16:19, 32 
̱ܕÃÒ ܗܘ ÞÙÝâ ܪܘÏܐ ܘæÙî ÞÙÝâܐ çâ ܗܘ ܕܐÿæØÊâ ÊÏܐ

̇ ̇
ܼ ̈ ̱. 

658 Syr. ÌîÊâ madceh. 
659 D 9:2 (PS I/412.1–4)  

ÞÙÝâ ܐÝÙÝâ :ܐÙàî ܐĆâܘûܪܡ ܒ Ìܒßܐ : ܘÙåܪ çâܗ ܬÿãÙèܘܐܬܪ ܕ
 :̈ܘÌîÊâ ÚæÙî ܒûܘĆâܐ Ùàîܐ: ÎÏ ÚæÙî̈ܬܗ ăÙÏܢ ܒܐܪîܐ. ýÐâܒÿܗ

660 The second passage is D 9:4 (PS I/416:21–25) “Their [the humble] intel-
lects [ܗܘܢÿÙîܬܪ tarcithun] have been captured by what is above and are set there, 
for they are waiting to enter the holy place. Their eyes are open and they gaze on 
that place and see the Bridegroom who is readying himself.” 

ܘßܒüÊùâ ÿÙܐ ܕܬòÙÓÏ : çÙÝéâ çâܐ ܬܪÿÙîܗܘܢ ܘĆãÙèܐ ܒûܘĆâܐ
áïãß .Ìýòå ܕÿïâܐ ܕåÿÐß çØÎÏܘ çâܬ çØûÙÏܘܢ ܘÌÙæÙî çÐØÿñ̈ ̈: 

661 Cf. D 9:2 (PS I/409.23), D 9:4 (PS I/416.22), D 14:35 (PS I/661.4, 7, 19). 
662 Cf. D 9:2 (PS I/412.3, D 10:8 (PS I/460.5), D 14:35 (PS I/661.5, 12, 16, 

20).  
663 Cf. D 10:8 (PS I/460.5), D 14:35 (PS I/661.6, 22, 664.1). See Poirier, 

“L’Évangile selon Thomas (log 16 et 23),” 16 for a discussion of the non-Gnostic 
overtones of the term “one intellect.” 
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mind, intellect, reflections.664 The common denominator among all of these 
different words is that they are non-corporeal. There is a very simple reason 
for all the thoughts arising, as Aphrahat writes about the humble: “Their 
intellect665 is caught up666 and placed in the heights, and they wait to enter 
into the Holy Place.”667 Perpetual dwelling in heaven is the hope of those 
who can have their thoughts ascend and therefore see God while still on 
earth.  

Aphrahat functions within the ascent tradition of the Jewish and 
Christian apocalyptic themes, but he veers away from insinuating any idea 
of the human body ascending to the heavenly realm. The emphasis in 
Aphrahat’s text is that the sage’s body remains on the physical earth while 
the thoughts ascend to heaven. Aphrahat battles with a belief that states a 
person may physically ascend to the heavens and see God in the manner of 
Enoch668 and Elijah,669 who are key figures in Merkabah mysticism. The 
Sage explains, “he [Elijah] put all his thoughts670 in heaven, he was caught 
up671 in the fiery chariot to heaven, and his dwelling-place was there for 

                                                 
664 Cf. D 10:8 (PS I/460.3) and D 9:2 (PS I/412.4).  
665 Syr. ܗܘܢÿÙîܬܪ tarcithun. 
666 Syr. óÓÏ htap.  
667 D 9:4 (PS I/416.21–23) Other places where Holy place beyt maqdshā is used 

are: D 2:6 (PS I/57.21–22) “He entered into the holy place not made with hands” 
̈ܘß áîܒüÊùâ ÿÙܐ ܕĆßܐ îܒÊÙ ܒܐØÊØܐ)  ). Gabriel brings the offering to 

the holy place (ܐüÊùâ ÿÙܒ) which is heaven in D 3:15 (PS I/133.19). The 
Jerusalem temple is also called the holy place in D 4:3 (PS I/144.7), “Again, when 
Solomon built the sanctuary (ܐüÊùâ ÿÙܒ) and offered up sacrifices and whole 
offerings” and in D 19:1 (PS I/845.16) “They dwelled in it four hundred and forty 
years before Solomon built the holy house …”  

668 Enoch is only cited twelve times by name in Aphrahat’s sermons. See the 
discussion of Enoch, page 168. 

669 Elijah is cited by name as an example of the Christian life far more often 
than Enoch, over fifty times to Enoch’s twelve. In D 6:13, Elijah is paralleled with 
John and in D 21:14 (PS I/965–968) he is compared with Jesus. Elijah is one of 
many examples of the virginal life, see above D 6:1 (PS I/253.9–10) and he has the 
likeness of angels D 6:5 (PS I/265). Elijah is mentioned also far more frequently by 
name than Enoch in the scriptures, over ninety five times. Cf. 1 Kings 17–21, 2 
Kings 1–10, 1 Chron. 8:27, 2 Chron 21:12, Ezra 10:21, 26, Malachi 4:5, Matt 11:14, 
16:14, 17:3–12, 27:47–49, (and parallels), John 1:21, 25, Rom. 11:2, and James 5:17.  

670 Syr. ܗÿÙåûâ marniteh. 
671 Syr. óÓÏ htap. 
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ever.”672 Aphrahat emphasizes the mental disposition of Elijah to explain 
his being physically taken into heaven, according to Scripture.673 But, 
Elijah’s physical ascent is offset by Aphrahat’s emphasis upon the mental 
ascent. Elijah is an example of ascent, but he is the exception rather than 
the rule. For Aphrahat, one may see heaven, but only in the thoughts of the 
mind; one’s body must and will stay firmly planted on the ground. Aphrahat 
may be distancing himself from the Merkabah rider proponents who use 
Elijah as the example of someone who can ride a chariot and physically see 
the temples of heaven.674 The Sage explicitly rebuts the idea of riding a 
chariot to heaven: “Whoever waits to be caught up into the clouds, let him 
not make for himself adorned chariots.”675 He knew that the way to see 
God is not to wait to be physically taken up into heaven in some mechani-
cal contrivance, but rather to enter into the heart and there see God in his 
Glory. It is a spiritual or mental vision, not a physical journey, but the ex-
perience is still very powerful and moving.  

Aphrahat’s great emphasis upon the non-corporeal aspect of the as-
cent experience suggests that he has a hidden agenda, or at the very least, 
hidden polemical opponents. But he is not alone in this concern. The Ascen-
sion of Isaiah, chapter 6, also emphasizes that it is Isaiah’s mind that was 
taken up to heaven during his vision, not his body.676 Aphrahat may be ad-
dressing his remarks about the “eyes of the mind seeing God” to a group of 

                                                 
672 D 6:5 (PS I/264.10–12) 

ܘܗܘܐ : ܘܕÿÙåûâ ÌàÜ äèܗ ܒÙãýܐ ܐܬóÓÏ ܒÜûãܒÿܐ ܕÍåܪܐ Ùãýßܐ
çâܬ äàïß ܗûãïâ. 

673 The Merkabah mystics also regarded their ascent experiences to be mental 
ascents while their bodies remained on earth. As J. Dan explains: “the experience is 
one of a complete departure of the mystic’s spirit from its physical enclosure and 
its free roaming among the divine palaces.” Dan, “The Religious Experience of the 
Merkavah,” 300. 

674 The fundamental scriptural text for this tradition concerning Elijah is 2 
Kings 2:11: “And as they still went on and talked, behold, a chariot of fire and 
horses of fire separated the two of them. And Elijah went up by a whirlwind into 
heaven.” 

675 D 6:1 (PS I/249.5–6) Aphrahat may be alluding to Ps. 20:7 (19:7 LXX) 
“Some glory in chariots, some in horses, but we glory in the name of the Lord.” 

Ìß Êܒïå ܐĆß ܐÿܒ÷â ܒܐÍÜ̈ܐ ܪææïܒ óÓÏÿåܐ ܕÝéâܕ çâ̈ ̈ ̇. 
676 The Ascension of Isaiah is a composite work with parts probably dating from 

the second century B.C.E. to the fourth century C.E. The chapters 6–11 of the 
Ascension describe Isaiah’s vision traveling through the seven heavens with his angel 
guide. Michael A. Knibb, “Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah,” OTP 2:165. 
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unnamed people who defend physical ascent to heaven. Aphrahat presents 
a “corrected” version of Jewish ascent spirituality; a holy person may see 
God, but not with physical eyes, only with mental faculties. The vision of 
the heavenly throne, the angels, and the glory of God Himself follows the 
scriptural accounts, and the sage’s experience is very similar to the rabbinic 
reports of their own ascent experiences. There is one key difference, 
Aphrahat never refers to any physical effect upon the earth in his ascent 
account. The two Talmudic accounts both mention tangible physical mani-
festations of the vision: in the first passage the trees are set ablaze; in the 
second, there is a storm and a rainbow. The closest Aphrahat comes to a 
physical effect during a vision ascent is the description of the angels as 
lightning in Moses’ ascent, Dem. 18:4.  

The question then arises, why does Aphrahat use the passage about 
Moses on Mt. Sinai where Moses obviously sees God physically and not 
mentally? Aphrahat does not and could not ignore this crucial event in the 
salvation history of both Christians and Jews. He minimizes the fact that 
Moses sees God physically in Dem. 18:4 but he does mention that Moses 
and the mountains were quaking. There is a mention of a corporeal aspect 
as well as the more detailed description of the non-corporeal angels. De-
spite Aphrahat’s own agenda in refuting those who claim to have a corpo-
real ascent experience, the important mystical experience is still the humble 
holy person seeing God with the mind. 

Some interesting “omissions” concerning heavenly ascent and seeing 
God in Aphrahat’s works must be noted. The sage omits citing Isa 6:3 ver-
batim: “And one [angel] called to another and said: ‘Holy, holy, holy is the 
LORD of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory.’” Although, he does 
allude to Isa 6:3 frequently, he never quotes it explicitly. Aphrahat also 
never quotes directly from the book of Revelation nor Ezekiel 1:26: “And 
above the firmament over their heads there was the likeness of a throne, in 
appearance like sapphire; and seated above the likeness of a throne was a 
likeness as it were of a human form.” Daniel 7 is quoted extensively, but 
only in Dem. Five, “On Wars.” Aphrahat uses the Daniel passages in the 
simple sense of the text to show that the persecutions occurring are 
prophesied and therefore can be overcome.677 All of these scriptural pas-
sages are filled with interesting ascent and Merkabah type imagery.  

                                                 
677 For a study of Daniel and Demonstration 5, see Craig Morrison, “The Re-

ception of the Book of Daniel in Aphrahat’s V Demonstration, ‘On Wars,’” Vol 7. 
no. 1 (January 2004) http://syrcom.cua.edu/Hugoye/Vol7No1/HV7N1Mor- 
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But the most interesting “omission” is that even though Aphrahat has 
four descriptions of a person seeing the heavens he never quotes 2 Cor 
12:1–4 directly. Aphrahat has a thorough understanding of Paul, so this 
oversight is glaring. Why would the Sage avoid quoting Paul’s description of 
a man who was caught up to the third heaven, into paradise, when this is 
very similar to what Aphrahat describes in his own ascent accounts? Is 
there an ulterior motive for him to avoid specifically citing Paul’s ascent 
experience? Both Aphrahat and Paul describe spiritual experiences similar 
to the Merkabah mystics. I suggest that despite all the many verbal and expe-
riential similarities between Aphrahat and Paul, Aphrahat bows to polemical 
pressure and avoids the “enemies’” scriptural proof texts. One possible an-
swer to Aphrahat’s apparent lacunae is that these scriptural passages were 
being “used” by people who supported the position that one may ascend to 
the heavens physically. Since Aphrahat is fighting this position, he may be 
avoiding “using the opponents’ ammunition,” so to speak. These ascent 
passages are “off limits” for someone who is fighting against those in the 
physical ascent camp. The crypto-anthropomorphites of his community 
were probably pointing to the Pauline evidence of physical ascent to 
heaven; therefore, the sage takes evidence from other scriptural passages 
and his own personal experience to refute them. Although I cannot name 
who these hypothetical opponents may be, Aphrahat’s reticence to use 
some obviously interesting ascent texts from the Scriptures makes my sup-
position at least possible. He is likely dealing with Christians who have too 
literal an understanding of Ezekiel’s chariot ascent. 

Aphrahat is an excellent student of Paul, even when he avoids some 
obvious Pauline passages. The Sage uses Pauline language and ideas 
throughout the Demonstrations. Paul and Aphrahat may also both be of a 
similar spiritual strain as the Merkabah riders. J. W. Bowker even suggests 
that: “Saul practiced merkabah contemplation as an ordinary consequence of 
his highly extended Pharisaic training.”678 Paul was a zealous Pharisee, a 
contemporary to Johanan ben Zakkai, and Paul writes of being caught up 
(ρπαγéντα), third heaven (τρíτου ορανο), and Paradise 

                                                                                                             
rison.html. C. Morrison observers that Aphrahat is not working “merely from 
memory” but rather from the Peshitta text of Daniel. One must keep in mind that 
Aphrahat’s “homiletic interests prevailed over accuracy when citing the biblical 
text.” Morrison, “The Reception,” 3. 

678 John W. Bowker, “Merkabah “Visions and the Visions of Paul,” JSS 16 
(1971): 172. 
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(παρáδεισον).679 Aphrahat’s connection with Merkabah mysticism may be 
via Paul rather than from any direct knowledge the sage had from contem-
porary Jewish mystics. But Dem. 10:8 is the exception to the possibility that 
Aphrahat was merely following Paul’s spiritual lead and getting the informa-
tion “from books”—the Sage describes a personal ascent, being caught up 
to the heavenly realm and personal experience of the divine treasure. So 
Aphrahat is both a devout student of the Apostle Paul and a mystic in his 
own right. If Bowker’s suggestion is correct about Paul being a descender 
to the chariot then Aphrahat’s reticence about the Second Corinthians pas-
sage is even more puzzling. 

 The similarities of experience are evident between the Apostle and 
the Sage, and there are also similarities of language. In 2 Cor 12:1–4, the 
Apostle writes of “being caught up” into the third heaven. The verb 
ρπαγéντα, has a similar sense to Aphrahat’s verb óÓÏ htap which he 
uses to describe Elijah’s ascent in the fiery chariot, the spiritual people’s 
ascent at the eschaton, and the humble ones’ minds ascending to heaven.680 
The verb htap means to take by force, plunder, do violence, seize, snatch, or 

                                                 
679 Bowker, “Merkabah Visions,” 157. See also: Gersom G. Scholem, “The 

Four who Entered Paradise and Paul’s Ascension to Paradise,” in Jewish Gnosticism, 
Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition, 2 (New York: Jewish Theological Semi-
nary of America, 1965), 14–19; Gerald F. Hawthorne and Ralph P. Martin, eds. 
Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), s.v. 
“Jew, Paul the,” by W. R. Stegner; Morray-Jones, “Paradise Revisited (2 Cor 12:1–
12),” 177–217; idem, “Paradise Revisited (2 Cor 12:1–12) Part 2,” 265–292; Alon 
Goshen Gottstein, “Four Entered Paradise Revisited,” HTR 88, 1 (1995): 69–133; 
Peter Schäfer, “New Testament and Hekhalot Literature: The Journey Into Heaven 
in Paul and in Merkavah Mysticism,” JJS XXXV, 1 (Spr 1984): 19–35; and Alan F. 
Segal, “Paul and the Beginning of Jewish Mysticism,” 95–122. 

680 The majority of the twenty-one references to htap in the Demonstrations are in 
the simple sense of taking something by force or inflicting violence upon some-
thing or someone. Htap references meaning “take by force” or “plunder” are: D 3:5 
(PS I/108.10), D 3:7 (PSI/113.5–8), D 6:17 (PS I/305.20–21), D 14:10 (PS 
I/593.7), D 14:37 (PS I/673.4), D 16:1 (PS I/ 761.15), and D 22:6 (PS I/1001.23, 
26). The references meaning “violent” are: D 14:43 (PS I/700.15), D 14:46 (PS 
I/716.17), D 15:1 (PS I/729.5), and D 19:4 (PS I/857.5). In D 5, Aphrahat juxta-
poses htp or violence with judgement, which is an interesting dichotomy; with 
judgement there is not violence. “I looked for judgement, but there was violence, 
and for righteousness, but there was lamentation.” D 5:22 (PS I/228:14–16)  

ÿÙÝèܐÙñÍÓÏ ܐ ܘܗܘܐæØÊß  :ܐÿààØ ܬܐ ܘܗܘܐÍùØܕÎßܘ. 
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catch up.681 There is a sense of force and power to this verb. It is not a gen-
tle trip up to heaven for Elijah; he is forcefully yanked up there. Aphrahat 
explains the transfiguration and the eschaton using Moses and Elijah as 
pedagogical examples.  

[Christ] gave heart to the dead who were ready to live, like Moses, who 
appeared, and the living who remain at his coming will be confident that 
they will be caught up (htap) when they meet him, in the likeness of 
Elijah, who did not taste death and was seen with him.682 

Elijah’s experience in the fiery chariot is an example of what will happen to 
the righteous at the Second Coming.683 They will not be taken up to heaven 
gently, but rather, it will be a violent and swift snatching up to heaven. 
Aphrahat uses the same wording in Dem. Six to describe the eschaton for 
the perfect or spiritual ones who have followed Christ and been 
transformed: 

Then those who are heavenly will be caught up (htap) into heaven, and 
the Spirit with which they have been clothed will make them fly, and 
they will inherit the kingdom which has been prepared for them from 
the beginning.684 

People being “caught up” into heaven is not only going to occur at the end 
times; for the devout ascetics it may occur while they are still alive on earth, 
just as it did for Elijah. Aphrahat describes the humble ones: “their intel-
lects have been captured (htap) by what is above and are set there, for they 

                                                 
681 Payne-Smith, 138. 
682 D 23:12 (PS II/36.15–20) See also 1 Thess 4:16–17. 

̈ܘÿâܬÙÏ çÙàÜܐ : ̈ܘßܒÿÙãß Ãܐ ܕÐãß ÊØÿîܐ ܐüÍâ ÞØܐ ܕܐܬÎÏܝ
 äïÒ ܐĆßܐ ܕÙßܬ ܐÍâÊܒ ÌîܐܘܪĆß çÙòÓÏÿâܗ ܕÿØܐܬĆãß çØûÏÿýâܕ

 . ÍßܬܗÍâܬܐ ܘܐܬÎÏܝ
683 See above about Elijah, page 183. Aphrahat also writes that: “[Elijah’s,] 

prayer is freed from the hands of death and caught up from Sheol,” (1 Kings 
17:17–24). D 4:12 (PS I/164.10–11) 

Øܐ çâ ܬܗÍß̈ܘܨ ܼÿØÊîܠ ܐÍÙü çâܘ ÿòÓÏ ܬܐÍâ ܝÊܼ: 
684 D 6:18 (PS I/309.13–16) 

 çØܬûØܘ çÙýÙܒßܐ ܕÏܘܢ ܪܘÌß ܐÏûòâܐ ܘÙãýß ܐæÙãü çÙòÓÏÿâ çØÊØ̈ܘܗ

ÿÙüûܒ çâ ܘܢÌß ܐ ܗܘܬÊØÿîܬܐ ܕÍÝàâܼ ̱: 
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are waiting to enter the holy place.”685 The humble have a preview of the 
end times. They can participate in the rewards of the Second Coming be-
fore it occurs.   

 Aphrahat describes the sage as a mystic who is humble, able to see 
God in his heart, gain the divine treasure, and then share this knowledge 
with the world. There are apocalyptic and Merkabah motifs within Aphra-
hat’s works which suggest strongly that he is dealing with ideas and mystical 
suppositions common to his audience and his own spiritual make-up.686 
Aphrahat has his polemical agenda to re-educate the mistaken people who 
think that their ascent will be physical. This agenda dictates which scriptural 
passages he uses in his argument. Though for the most part our focus has 
been upon the ascent of the human to the angelic realm, there is a dual ac-
tion at work in Aphrahat’s ascent texts. This is the fourth theme to be high-
lighted from the four ascent texts. 

THEME #4 – ASCENT AND DESCENT 
The fourth theme of these ascent passages is how the ascent action occurs, 
which is simultaneous ascent and descent from the heavens to earth. The 
ability to see God is dependent upon a meeting of two distant poles of exis-
tence, the convergence of the divine and the human. There are many terms 
for this desired convergence, but the most common term is mysticism. 
Aphrahat characterizes this key function of the Sage to be a meeting at half 
way. The person must strive to do the right things and focus the mind down 
into the heart. At the same time, (or beyond time?), God comes down into 
the heart, and when this occurs the mind can go up to heaven.  

 Through God making the person’s heart his temple, the person’s 
thought may go up and see the heavenly temple. Aphrahat describes this 
event in Dem. 23:59: 

While your name is great and your works magnificent, you have shrunk 
your majesty enough for our tongue. Our mouth becomes sufficient for 
you and you dwell inside us. You sojourn in the righteous and vast is the 

                                                 
685 D 9:4 (PS I/416.21–23) 

ܬçÙÝéâ çâ ܘßܒüÊùâ ÿÙܐ ܕ: òÙÓÏܐ ܬܪÿÙîܗܘܢ ܘĆãÙèܐ ܒûܘĆâܐ
áïãß. 

686 Golitzin suggests that Aphrahat is reworking the Metatron motif from 3 
Enoch “to recast into a shape consonant with Christian doctrine and spiritual prac-
tice.” Golitzin, “The Place of the Presence of God,” 400.  
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place for you [in them]. Your majesty burrows into the little heart, you 
have made of us temples wherein your glory dwells.687 

In Dem. 14:35, Aphrahat summarizes the mystical experience in a few lines: 

When the sage has seen in his mind the place of many treasures, his 
thought is then lifted up [to heaven], and his heart conceives and gives 
birth to all good things, and he meditates on all that he had missed. His 
likeness and appearance are earthly, but the senses of his intellect are 
above and below.688  

The dual action of ascent and descent is highlighted, together with the wise 
person’s mind going to heaven, which results in a transformation of the 
human heart. Two scriptural texts where there is reference to ascent, de-
scent, and the incarnation are Eph 4:10 and John 1:51. “He who descended 
is he who also ascended far above all the heavens, that he might fill all 
things.” (Eph 4:10) “And he said to him, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, you will 
see heaven opened, and the angels of God ascending and descending upon 
the Son of man.” (John 1:51) The incarnation in the scriptures is described 
in similar terms to Aphrahat’s ascent occurrences. 

 In another passage, Aphrahat states that: “He [Christ] is the king, the 
son most noble, who is fit to receive the kingdom: we worship his littleness 
in order to share in his majesty.”689 Aphrahat explains that the ultimate 
heavenly and at the same time earthly action is the incarnation of Jesus. The 
mystical ecstatic vision of the sage is set firmly within the context of the 
incarnation. This dual ascent/descent action is found and discussed in ref-
erence to the inner person praying in the previous chapter.690 Prayer in-
volves a dual action both towards the heavens and down inside the person. 
It is expansive and contractive at the same time.691 As Dem. 23:59 describes, 
the majesty or literally great-ness of God is contracted, reduced, and shrunk 

                                                 
687 D 23:59 (PS II/121.8–13) For the full quotation see page 142. 
688 D 14:35 (PS I/664.10–16)  

Ćâ̈ܐ ܕÎÏܐ ĆãÙÝÏܐ ܒÌæÙîû ܐܬܪܐ ܕÿãÙèܗ èܓÙܐܢ ̈ ܗÙàîÿâ çØÊØܐ : ̇
çܒÒ áÜ Ìܒß ÊßÍâܘ çÓܗ ܘܒÿܒýÐâ̈ :å̇ܘܪÊùñܕܐܬ çÙàØܐ áÝܐ ܒ .

 . ܘܪ̈ܓÚý ܬܪÿÙîܗ áïß ܘÿÏÿß: ܕÍâܬܗ ܘÎÏܬܗ áî ܐܪîܐ
689 D 14:39 (PS I/684.8–10) Syriac on page 48. 
690 See Chapter 3, p. 107. 
691 Cf. D 4:13 (PS I/165.6–11) “As I explained to you, the moment you start 

praying, raise your heart upwards and lower your eyes downwards; enter into your 
inner person and pray in secret to your Father in heaven.” Syriac on page 109.  

www.malankaralibrary.com



 THE SAGE “MAY” SEE GOD 191 

to the point where it can be “hidden” in the human heart. This then makes 
the recipient a temple of God. The vast and incomprehensible has become 
little and knowable through the incarnation and the indwelling of Christ’s 
followers. The transcendent is now imminent. 

 B. McGinn proposes that there is a tension within apocalypse litera-
ture between the imminence and transcendence of the Divine; this idea is 
also applicable to Aphrahat’s sage. McGinn suggests:  

The God who reveals his secrets to the sage is paradoxically both nearer 
and farther away than the God of the prophets. He is nearer in the sense 
that some sages at least ascend to heaven to see and hear him and to 
bring his secrets back to the faithful. But he is also farther away, more 
transcendent, because his power over history is hidden in this age in 
which evil forces dominate and because he acts and reveals through 
intermediaries, the angelic powers to whose exuberant proliferation the 
apocalypses contributed so much in both Jewish and Christian 
history.692  

Aphrahat is a sage who fulfills McGinn’s description of one who can ascend 
to heaven. Aphrahat’s relationship with the Divine is immediate and immi-
nent rather than with a far off and distant God. He emphasizes the close-
ness of God to the sage, be it he himself or Moses or some other person, in 
his four passages which describe an ascent to heaven. But he and other Jew-
ish and Christian mystics take the apocalypse ascent a step further; it is also 
a descent into the heart where the divine dwells. A. Golitzin defines it as: 

‘interiorized apocalyptic,’ the transposition of the cosmic setting of 
apocalyptic literature, and in particular of the ‘out of body’ experience of 
heavenly ascent and transformation, to the inner theater of the Christian 
soul, to ‘the great world,’ as Niketas puts it, borrowing from Gregory of 
Nazianzos, ‘within the small.’693  

The great majesty of the divine is reduced to the smallest part of the person, 
the heart. There are overtones of the incarnation as well as temple imagery 
within the concept of the great within the small human.  

                                                 
692 Bernard McGinn, “John’s Apocalypse and the Apocalyptic Mentality,” in 

The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, eds. Richard K. Emmerson and Bernard McGinn 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992), 9. 

693 Golitzin, “Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men,” 141. 

www.malankaralibrary.com



192 APHRAHAT THE PERSIAN SAGE 

 According to Aphrahat, the human temple with its altar within the 
heart is the point of meeting between the human and the divine. The ascent 
to heaven occurs with the descent of the mind into the heart. To use a 
modern metaphor, prayer from the heart allows for the “double clicking” 
on the heart hyperlink so the mind may ascend to heaven. The incarnation, 
the ultimate conjunction of ascent and descent, allows for this to happen. 
The greatness of God has been shrunk to the miniscule level of the heart. 
There is another layer of meaning in the Syriac to the “little heart” of the 
human temple which Aphrahat also plays upon, that is, the little heart may 
also be translated as the “feeble heart.” The divine power is juxtaposed with 
the weakness and helplessness of the human being. In the incarnation, the 
atwbr rabbutā is united with the atwrw[z zcurutā; the Divine is united with 
the person. By becoming temples of Christ, people have the divine power 
burrowing or hiding in the smallest and feeblest of places, the human heart. 
Aphrahat also calls himself atwrw[z zcurutā, one who is weak, feeble, or 
little.694 Through weakness, Christ’s followers may become divinely strong. 
Through Christ’s indwelling, people may become temples of the Divine 
Glory itself. This interchange of the Divine from the heavenly templum major 
to the earthly templum minor provides the conduit through which the person 
can break through into the realm of the Divine.  

 The mystical journey is one taken by a wise, humble, older man who, 
through prayer, is able to travel to the supernal temple and see the heavenly 
throne itself. Aphrahat himself is a type of Merkabah mystic. He writes of 
his own personal mystical ascent guided by Jesus himself. Aphrahat is writ-
ing within a mystical stream of thought which includes the likes of: 1 Enoch, 
the Talmudic Merkabah texts, the Liber Graduum, and Ephrem the Syrian. 
Aphrahat is not alone in his mystical focus upon the heavenly temple and 
sights contained therein. He also describes the ascent of “a sage” to heaven 
where the angelic host starts to worship him as though he were the en-
throned one of Isaiah’s vision. The sage is the model and example for all, 
including the ascetics who may be unable to ascend to the heights and see 
the throne in their thoughts. These ascetics come with many different titles: 
singles (ihidayē), Covenanters (bnay qyāmā), virgins (btulē), and holy ones (qad-
dishē). The goal of the Christian life is to become a temple of God. “Tem-
ple-ness” means being fully suffused with the divine. The greatness of God 
descends to the smallest of feeble creatures, the human being. It is then 

                                                 
694 D 22:26 (PS I/1049.1–4), for the full quotation see page 201. 
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when the sage encounters God within himself and then is taken to the 
heavens to see in the mind the temple and throne of God.  
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CONCLUSION 

Aphrahat the Persian Sage, writing over sixteen hundred years ago, provides 
the modern reader with a treasure trove of theological ideas, teachings, and 
imagery. He wrote the Demonstrations to solve a problem: there were those in 
his community who did not have a firm grounding in the Christian faith, 
and they were being derided by their Jewish contemporaries.695 So Aphrahat 
created these works to be both pedagogical and polemical. His immediate 
goal may or may not have been fulfilled; we do not know. On the other 
hand, we do know that there was a secondary benefit—his works survive 
today. His writings provide us with a window to an author who personally 
saw God’s treasure in heaven and who may teach us the importance of 
working towards becoming “God’s temples” in our own lives. He is a mys-
tic who functions within the mystical tradition of the Jewish Merkabah riders 
as well as those fellow Syrian Christians who also wrote about the faithful 
person becoming a divine temple. His theology is grounded in the Hebrew 
scriptures as well as the New Testament; however, his theology is not just 
book learning, he personally experiences mystical visions and the power of 
prayer. To summarize, in a rather crude vernacular phrase: the Sage “walks 
the walk, and talks the talk.”  

In this study, we examined Aphrahat’s process of becoming a temple 
and the specifics associated with the temple imagery. In the opening chapter 
of this work the key elements of Aphrahat’s temple theology were exam-
ined through the lenses of his use of Scripture, the image of Adam, chris-
tology, ecclesiology, and sacramentology. Through the fluid and expert use 
of the scriptures, Aphrahat weaves the supports for his argument that peo-
ple may become divine temples. Five of the key verses he uses are: Jer 7:4–
5, Lev 26:12, 1 Cor 3:16, 2 Cor 6:16, and John 14:20. The Hebrew scrip-
tures from Jeremiah and Leviticus are the foundation for his argument 
which he then culminates with quotations from Paul and the gospel of 
John. The Sage follows Paul and a Syriac reading of Jeremiah to support his 
                                                 

695 Those who are called Jewish by Aphrahat could be the Adiabene Jews as 
Neusner suggests or converts in Aphrahat’s community who are holding on to 
their Jewish traditions. Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism, 148–149.  
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view that a person may become a temple of God.696 In order to become 
divine temples, the devout person must change from the sinful nature of 
Adam to following the heavenly Adam, Jesus Christ. The means by which 
one may do so is faith in Christ. It is through this faith that the false wis-
dom for which Adam craved in the garden is transformed into the true wis-
dom of Jesus. When one has faith in Jesus Christ, is purified, and Christ 
comes to dwell within, then the person is a temple. As the Sage writes in his 
last demonstration: 

Your majesty burrows into the little heart, you have made of us temples 
wherein your glory dwells.697 

The Divine is reduced to the level of the person, the macrocosm becomes a 
microcosm, the great becomes small, the mighty becomes feeble. This is the 
process of becoming God’s temple. It also describes the incarnation of 
Jesus Christ. As God humbled himself in the incarnation, so too he 
humbles himself when he dwells within the devout person. The Christians 
gather in community to pray and participate in the sacraments of baptism 
and eucharist which is key for a person who wishes to become a divine 
temple. These are some of the means by which the divine may enter into 
the faithful. It is through the Spirit indwelling in oneself, the continued 
feeding on the body and blood of Jesus Christ, and a strict ascetic discipline 
that one may keep oneself as a temple. 

In Chapter Two, “The Ascetics,” we examined who, in Aphrahat’s 
view, may become a temple of God. The celibate ascetics in the Sage’s 
community are described with many different terms; the broadest category 
for these people is “Singles” ihidayē. There are three subcategories to the 
Singles: the “Covenanters” bnay qyāmā, the “Virgins” btulē, and the “Holy 
Ones” qaddishē. The Covenanters are both male and female ascetics who 
live within the city or town and serve the church. They are not separated 
from the greater community, nor are they clergy. Although some of the 
clergy may well have been Covenanters, not all Covenanters were clergy. 
The name Virgins is self explanatory. Some of the Covenanters were also 
virgins, but they could have also been members of the qaddishē or Holy 
Ones. The Holy Ones were married people who have agreed to abstain 

                                                 
696 Aphrahat uses especially Jer 7:4–5, Lev 26:12, 1 Cor 3:16, 2 Cor 6:16, and 

John 14:20. 
697 D 23:59 (PS II/121.12–13) 

  :̈ܗĆàÝØܐ îܒÊܬܢ ûãïâܐ ĆßܐûùØܟ: ܘÊàÏܬ ܪܒÍܬܟ ܒàܒܐ ܙÍîܪܐ
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from marital relations to become completely dedicated to Christ. These 
terms are very flexible, and Aphrahat himself uses interchangeably Singles 
ihidayē, Covenanters qyāmā, and Virgins btulē. Those who are Singles, ihidayē, 
follow the life and example of the Ihidayā, Jesus Christ. These ascetics strive 
to be united with Christ, as his temples, both here on earth and after death. 

In Chapter Three, “Being a Temple,” Aphrahat’s theological anthro-
pology is explained through the motifs of inner person, heart, rest, and 
grieving the Spirit. Other authors’ views on these subjects were also ad-
dressed, including Second Temple Jewish texts of Philo and Baruch, and 
fellow Syriac authors, such as: the Odist of The Odes of Solomon, the Liber 
Graduum author, Ephrem the Syrian, Macarius of Egypt, and Philoxenus of 
Mabbug. These texts show that Aphrahat uses popular themes and writes 
from a common mystical stream of thought infused by the Scriptures. We 
have in the Demonstrations, the inner person and the heart as both descriptive 
of where the Divine dwells in a person. During a person’s mystical ascent to 
the heavens, the heart may ascend to the heavens while the inner person 
must remain with the body on earth. It is through the Spirit dwelling within 
the ascetic’s heart that the whole being becomes a temple of God whose 
function is to offer up the sacrifice of prayer. However, prayer is not just a 
mental exercise; it is also charitable action. Aphrahat describes this active 
prayer as “giving the rest of the Spirit.” If a person does not have a pure 
heart which can offer the sacrifices of prayer through action and contem-
plation, then the Holy Spirit may become “grieved”  and leave the person. 
If the Spirit becomes grieved then He may leave the formerly holy person 
permanently; in which case, that abandoned person may become a temple 
for Satan. Aphrahat describes a person who is now Satan’s temple in this 
way: “His heart is obscured and his intellect is dark. His mind is blinded and 
he gropes and stumbles.”698 This description of the poor person under Sa-
tan’s control is directly opposite to the way Aphrahat describes the sage’s 
mind when it has ascended to heaven; the mind is able to see everything, 
and is not blind in any way. 

Chapter Four, “The Sage ‘may’ see God,” examined the ultimate re-
ward for a person who is God’s temple, that is, mystical ascent to heaven in 
this life. The sage, who is a divine temple, encounters God within himself 
and then is taken to the heavens to see the temple and throne of God. 
Aphrahat describes this mystical ascent of an ascetic in four passages of the 
Demonstrations: Dem. 18:4, Dem. 14:35, Dem. 23:59, and Dem. 10:8. The first 
                                                 

698 D 14:43 (PS I/701.2–4). 
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ascent passage is Dem. 18:4, Moses’ ascent on Mt. Sinai. It is the paradigm 
on which Aphrahat bases his other descriptions. The second passage is 
Dem. 14:35 in which a sage, who is a “great temple for his Maker,” sees 
God. The sage is able to see God by descending into his heart while his 
mind ascends to heaven. When the sage’s mind is in the heavenly throne 
room, the angels start to worship the sage as though it were he who is en-
throned. Aphrahat uses the collective pronouns for the third ascent passage 
in Dem. 23:59. His audience may be included in the mystical ascents, or at 
least, have a chance to participate in their own ascent at some point. This 
passage describes the great majesty of God reducing down to the size and 
level of the human heart so the person may become a temple. The fourth 
passage, Dem. 10:8, is a personal description of Aphrahat’s own mystical 
ascent. He is an ascetic and sage who has experienced the heavenly throne 
first hand. Aphrahat’s guide for his journey to heaven was Jesus himself, 
who showed him the King’s treasury. Heavenly ascent is not some esoteric 
or odd custom that was done in bygone years. Aphrahat writes about his 
own personal experience of God, an experience in which he knows his au-
dience may also participate, if they are pure and work hard enough. The 
sage does not expect his community to do anything he himself has not al-
ready done.  

 From these four ascent passages, four important themes emerge. 
They are:  

(1) The sage is the person who may ascend to heaven. (2) The ascent 
occurs within the person who has become a temple. (3) Seeing God is the 
result of the ascent. (4) The actions of ascent and descent are simultaneous. 
The first theme highlighted the characters of the ascent “drama,” the sages. 
They are the elite of Aphrahat’s community; they are humble, wise, and 
older. They are those who may ascend to heaven in spirit and participate in 
the heavenly liturgy with the angels. The second theme was the setting for 
our ascent drama, the heavenly temple. Aphrahat works from the scriptural 
descriptions of the heavenly temple and the Jerusalem temple to describe 
the setting for the mystical ascents. This temple image is multidimensional; 
it includes the throne, angelic host, treasury, the person as a temple, and the 
heavens as the temple.  

 Themes three and four are the action of our ascent drama, that is, 
seeing God. For Aphrahat, the ideal result of becoming a divine temple is 
that the person may see God with the eyes of the mind while the body still 
remains on earth. The ascent to heaven is a mystical experience also de-
scribed in Merkabah mysticism of the later Jewish tradition. Aphrahat writes 
within the same mystical stream of thought as the Merkabah riders. How-
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ever, the Sage has his own polemical issues with the heavenly ascent de-
scriptions; he is adamant that it is an ascent of the mind, not of the body. 
Aphrahat also avoids quoting 2 Cor 12:1–4, Paul’s description of his mysti-
cal ascent. I suggest that this deliberate omission is because Aphrahat is 
refuting some unidentified opponents who used this passage for their own 
purposes. Aphrahat does not wish to use “ammunition” from the “other 
side.” The fourth theme is of ascent and descent at the same time. The sage 
descends into his heart in order to ascend to the heavenly temple. The in-
carnation is the ultimate descent in order to ascend which allows for the 
sage to see heaven. Our drama has finally reached the end; the sage who is a 
divine temple has reached heaven, seen God, and returned to teach others. 

My study continues the scholarly conversation about Syrian Christians 
and their possible interactions with Jewish mysticism. A future avenue of 
investigation stemming from my work would be an examination of post 
Second Temple Jewish texts that have temple, chariot, ascent, and throne 
imagery to see if there are many connections with the Syrians. Another ave-
nue of future study would be to extend the analysis of temple imagery to 
see how this stream of thought continues after Aphrahat’s time in the later 
Syrian authors, such as: Philoxenus of Mabbug, Isaac the Syrian, and Moshe 
bar Kepha. There may also be more correlations between later Syrian Chris-
tian authors and later Jewish mystical writings. 

A few lingering questions arise from my work. How close were the ties 
between Aphrahat’s community and the Jews in his area (assuming that he 
is writing from the territory around Mosul in modern day Iraq)? I think that 
Aphrahat did have some personal contact with his Jewish neighbors but to 
what extent I do not know. Another area to be explored is what exactly did 
Aphrahat have in his library? Were there other earlier Jewish and Christian 
writers on whose mystical works Aphrahat may have drawn? Aphrahat 
quotes from the Hebrew scriptures and the New Testament extensively and 
many of his similar arguments and ideas to other authors stem from com-
mon sources. However, is the common ground between Aphrahat and oth-
ers due to direct influence, i.e., did Aphrahat read Enoch, for example? Or 
is the Sage merely writing with common ideas that were taught in his com-
munity and “in the air.” Although Aphrahat wrote with chronological speci-
ficity, he does not cite his non-scriptural sources. So some of these ques-
tions may be answered with a study of later Syriac writers to see where the 
stream in which Aphrahat functioned flows. But that is beyond the scope of 
my present study. 

This book is the only comprehensive study of Aphrahat’s temple im-
agery to date. The temple is central for both Jews and Christians; it is the 
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place of sacrifice, meeting, and communication with the Divine. Aphrahat 
has many continuities with Merkabah mysticism, foremost of which is that a 
person may experience a mystical ascent to heaven before death. In Aphra-
hat’s various descriptions of mystical ascent, he uses Moses’ experience at 
Sinai with the Shekintā as the paradigm for this experience, including the 
angelic host, throne, temple, awe, and trembling. Aphrahat even has a heav-
enly guide for his own journey, Jesus, who fulfills the role of Enoch’s an-
gelic guide in 1 Enoch. The greatest discontinuity between Aphrahat and his 
Jewish mystical forebearers is Jesus Christ, the Messiah. Aphrahat is a 
Christian who is working within the mystical framework of Moses, Isaiah, 
and Ezekiel, but it is Jesus who is the guide and his Spirit who dwells 
within. Another discontinuity is his emphasis upon the mental aspects of 
the mystical ascent. There is no physical riding of the chariot to heaven in 
Aphrahat’s view; one’s feet are firmly planted on the earth, while one’s 
mind is flying to the heavenly temple. It is fair to say that Aphrahat is a 
Christian Merkabah rider in his own right. 

 What can our fourth century pastor share with a twenty-first century 
flock? As a pastor, Aphrahat is familiar with the negative sides of humanity. 
He does not lose sight of human frailty; he knows that people are prone to 
anger, hatred, greed, pride, and all sorts of sinfulness. However, ultimately, 
Aphrahat’s theological anthropology maintains that the person is a creature 
made in the image and likeness of God (Gen. 1:26). Because of the Lord’s 
self emptying in the incarnation (Phil 2:7), his follower may become a locus 
of the divine—a temple of God. The Lord’s kenosis allows for the theosis of 
humanity. The person may then manifest the Spirit within, through love, 
humility, faith, and actions.  

The greatest gift that Aphrahat shares with modern readers is hope, 
hope that a person may experience heaven today, here and now, on earth, 
before death. He shares the hope of the Gospel, that faith in Jesus Christ is 
fundamental for a Christian life. He shares his own experience of heaven 
and the gift of the King’s treasury with his audience of 1600 years ago and 
with his audience today. In his polemical writings, he is more irenic than 
either Ephrem or John Chrysostom. He is also a great teacher of the Gos-
pel and of prayer. He gives practical instructions for both contemplation 
and action. He teaches that today we can fulfill the beatitude from Mat-
thew’s Gospel, “Blessed are the pure of heart, for they shall see God.”699 

                                                 
699 Matt 5:8.  
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His prayer, mysticism, pastoral concerns, and pedagogy are as important 
today as they were in his own lifetime. 

It is only appropriate to give the last words to the Sage himself. His 
words are fully applicable to my own study of him, as he writes concerning 
his own work:  

As I am feeble, a man born from Adam and formed by the hands of 
God, a disciple of the Holy scriptures, I have written these things.700 

 çÙßܪܘܬܝ ܗÍîܙ ÞØܐ ܐåܐܦ ܐÿܒÿÜ ܐܕܡ çâ ÊÙàØܐ ܕýåûܒ ܼ
̈ܘܓܒáÙ ܒܐÊØܘܗܝ ܕܐÌßܐ ܕܬÊÙãßܐ ܐåܐ ܕÿÜܒܐ ܘýØÊøܐ ̈ ̱

̈. 
 
May his memory be eternal. 

                                                 
700 D 22:26 (PS I/1049.1–4).  
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