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Matt 27:25 in Ancient Christian Writings
Martin Meiser

There are many biblical texts which are employed in Christian self-definition against Judaism:
words of prophetic comprehension, the quarrels between Jesus and his adversaries, Paul’s
polemical statements in 1 Thess 2:14—16; 2 Cor 3:6-18; Gal 4:21-31. To be sure, anti-Jewish
polemics is one kind of polemics among others within ancient Christian literature, for
example anti-pagan and anti-heretical polemics, and it is late New Testament texts which
provide a common terminology for all of these types.! Pagans and so-called heretics too had
to suffer from Christian behaviour, and very seldom do Christian authors recognize the
antagonism between the spirit of Jesus and these deeds. But anti-Judaism involves special
problems. Christian sociological and intellectual claims are based on an Old Testament
exegesis that claims to be the only true one,” and on an interpretation of Jewish history and
texts where Christians claim to have the only true interpretation of the recorded facts.

Christian anti-Judaism is widespread, and if some authors do not express anti-Jewish
attitudes, this at best testifies ignoring the issue. Christian anti-Judaism does not necessarily
require an exhaustive explanation of Matt 27:25 (“His blood be on us and on our children”).
The Venerable Bede comments in his commentary on Matthew only the hand-washing of
Pilate but not the answer of the Jews!? In order to describe this anti-Judaism generally, it can
be said that, “some geographic regions (Decapolis, Asia Minor, and Italy) were more fertile
ground for expressions of anti-Judaism than others (Judaea and Greece) ... Some cultural
contexts, particularly large cities with their religious rivalries ... encouraged anti-Jewish
developments.”® The attractiveness of Judaism for pagans® and Christians heated Christian
fears of competition.

If we regard the gospel of Matthew as a text written by a Jewish-Christian who still lived
within the Jewish community — there is an increasing tendency to read Matthew in this way —,
the harsh critique of Matthew is an inner-Jewish one. Subsequent reception of this text by
non-Jews, however, makes it an anti-Jewish text, especially when combined with other harsh
statements as 1 Thess 2:15 or John 8:44. Concerning Matt 27:25, we have to keep in mind a
fundamental change in the interpretation of this cry. In ancient times, it was understood as a
part of history, as a real statement of the Jews, not as an invention by the evangelist. Due to 1
Thess 2:15, the cry for blood was itself evaluated as an act of killing, not only as a request for
killing. Heinz Schreckenberg has collected the whole of anti-Jewish polemics through the
centuries®, and Rainer Kampling, in his seminal monograph Das Blut Christi und die Juden’,
has described the whole history of reception of this terrible text in the first half of the first
millennium, at least in the Latin-speaking West. I will deal mostly with the reception history
among Greek-speaking authors. In the first part, I will place historical relations, legislation,

1 The charge of blasphemy is directed against Jews (Acts 13:45; 18:6; Rev 2:9), pagans (1 Pet 4:4), and so-
called heretics (Jud 9; 1 Tim 1:20 etc.).

2 In ancient times, 2 Cor 3:6—18 provides the ideological basis for Christian claims of theological superiority.

3 The Venerable Bede, in Mt. (PL 92, 121 D — 122 A).

4 P. Richardson, “The Beginnings of Christian Anti-Judaism, 70 — c. 245>, in: The Cambridge History of
Judaism IV (Cambridge: University Press, 20006), 244-258, 256.

5 M. Goodman, “Jews and Judaism in the Mediterranean Diaspora in the Late-Roman Period: The Limitations
of Evidence”, in C. Bakhos (ed.), Ancient Judaism in its Hellenistic Context (JSJSup. 95; Leiden/Boston:
Brill, 2005, 177-203) 188f.

6 H. Schreckenberg, Die christlichen Adversus-Judaeos-Texte und ihr literarisches und historisches Umfeld
(1.-11. Jh.) (EHS 23/172; Frankfurt u.a.: Peter Lang, 21990).

7 R. Kampling, Das Blut Christi und die Juden. Matt 27,25 bei den lateinischsprachigen christlichen Autoren
bis zu Leo dem Grofsen (NTA NF 16; Miinster [Westphalia]: Aschendorff, 1984).



Christian historiography, and the reception of Matt 27:25 in chronological order; in the
second part, I will name some Biblical pretexts and the method of this kind of reception.

I. Beginnings of Christian Anti-Judaism

1. The second century

In the second century, the Gospel of Peter and the so-called Acts of Pilate reinforce the
tendency to heighten Jewish culpability and to exonerate Pilate; other writings attack Jews
(Epistle of Barnabas) and Judaism (Ignatius) or ignore Judaism (1Clement). These writings
are not part of the reception history of Matt 27:25; they offer, however, a background for the
problematic reception of this text.

The Gospel of Peter is an example of a “‘normal’ way of telling the passion story, rooted in
a kind of ‘non-reflected’ and ‘self-evident’ anti-Jewish sentiment.”® There is no explicit
quotation of Matt 27:25 but v. V/17 emphasizes that the Jewish élites were both filling up the
measure of their sin and acting against themselves® (kai émAipwoav mdvta, kal éteAeiwoav
kata thg kepaAfig avtv ta apaptipata). Verse VIII/28 evokes the thesis that the author
hoped for the conversion of at least some Jews,'? but this thesis remains questionable. Among
ancient Christian theologians, only Origen hopes for Israel’s salvation!!; apart from that, we
have no references demonstrating that Christian authors really did have a positive hope for
Israel.

The so-called “Acts of Pilate”, now included in the Gospel of Nicodemus, takes part in the
tendency to discharge Pilate from any blame for the death of Jesus.!? Matt 27:24-5 is received
as proof for Jewish mania which is neither hindered by Pilate’s suggestion “Do not act in this
way” in a secret communication to the elders, the priests and the Levites!® nor by Jewish
witnesses who refer to Jesus’ healings. In the story later included on Joseph of Arimathea, the
author rebukes the Jews for acting against Jesus. Whereas Pilate, “fleshly uncircumcised but
circumcised in mind,” washed his hands and proved his innocence, the addressees of Joseph’s
speech quarrelled against the governor, such that Joseph fears God’s wrath coming on the
Jews and their children. After this rebuke, the Jews imprison Joseph.!# In this context, Matt
27:25 reinforces the notion of Jewish inanity.

8 J. Verheyden, “Some Reflections on Determining the Purpose of the ‘Gospel of Peter’”, in Th.J. Kraus and T.
Nicklas (eds.), Das Evangelium nach Petrus. Text, Kontexte, Intertexte (TU 158; Berlin/New York: Walter
de Gruyter, 2007, 281-299), 293.

9 This is also the point of view of the Syriac Stoic philosopher Mara bar Sarapion, who admonishes his son to
follow wisdom; the murders of Socrates, Pythagoras, and Jesus provoking negative consequences are
examples of the damage of the lack of wisdom among the people (cf. Gerd Theiflen and Annette Merz, Der
historische Jesus. Ein Lehrbuch [Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 32001], 86; Petr Pokorny, “Jesus as
the Ever-living Lawgiver in the Letter of Mara Bar Sarapion,” in A. Merz, T. Tieleman (eds.), The Letter of
Mara Bar Sarapion in Context. Proceedings of the Symposium Held at Utrecht University, 10-12 December
2009 [Leiden: Brill, 2012], 129-139 [133-39]).

10 K. Greschat, “Justins ‘Denkwiirdigkeiten der Apostel’ und das Petrusevangelium”, in Th.J. Kraus and T.
Nicklas (eds.), Das Evangelium nach Petrus. Text, Kontexte, Intertexte (TU 158; Berlin/New York: Walter
de Gruyter, 2007, 197-214), 210.

11 Jeremy Cohen, “The Mystery of Israel’s Salvation: Romans 11:25-26 in Patristic and Medieval Exegesis”,
HThR 98 (2005), 247-281 (255-263, on Origen, based on Origen, comm. in Rom. 8.7-11). According to
Cohen, Origen seems to assume “that the Jewish people as a whole will regain their status as a community of
God’s faithful, that all Jews will ultimately be saved.” (p. 263). In addition, Cohen refers to Origen, hom.
Gen. 5.5 (GCS 29:24); hom. Exod. 6.9 (GCS 29:199-200), referring to Exod 15:16 and Matt 3:9, etc.
According to Cohen, these passages help to clarify Origen’s obscure comments on Romans.

12 This tendency is to be found also in Tertullian, adv. lud. 8.18 (CCSL 2, 1363-4).

13 Gos. Nicod. 4.1, 2 (ACA I/1, 244¢.).

14 Gos. Nicod. 12.1 (ACA I/1, 249).



2. Origen

Despite his familiarity with Jewish literature, Origen partakes in anti-Jewish thinking and
attitudes and also makes a few quotations of Matt 27:25. A general anti-Jewish attitude is
found in his reasoning for allegorical exegesis but this also has to be studied in exegetical
details. Lev 4:3 (“When the anointed high priest sins and makes the people sin ...”) poses a
problem when interpreted with regard to Jesus Christ — how could Jesus Christ cause sin?
This leads Origen to Matt 27:25: 13

The passion of Christ indeed brings life to those who believe but death to those who do
not believe. For although salvation and justification are for the Gentiles through his
cross, to the Jews it is nonetheless destruction and condemnation. For so it is written in
the Gospels, ‘behold, this one was born for the ruin and resurrection of many’ (Luke
2:34). And in this way, through his sin, that is through the flesh given on the cross, in
which he received our sins, he certainly freed from sin those of us who believe. But he
made ‘the people who do not believe (cf. Rom 10:21)’ sin, for whom the impiety of
sacrilege was added to the evil of disbelief. ... if ‘the Lord of majesty’ had not come in
the flesh, he would not have reproved the Jews. .... Without a doubt, ‘his blood’ never
would have come ‘upon them and their sons.’

There are two important aspects here: 1. The deed of the Jews was a sacrilege, and 2. the
damage was terrible, especially for themselves. '

In his commentary on Matthew, written in Caesarea after 246,!” Origen interprets Matt
19:1-12 allegorically by comparing the synagogue to a former bride of Jesus Christ who
forced him by her sacrilege to divorce her. In this context Origen develops a direct relation
between the sacrilege against Jesus and the fate of later Jewish history, which can be
described on the historical level by Matt 23:38 and on the theological level by the motif of
the marriage of the synagogues to the devil, represented by Barabbas.'® In his comment on the
passion narrative, Origen develops a theory according to which all Jews until the
consummation of the world' are guilty of Jesus’ death.?° He writes:

[The Jews] were not only unwilling to clean themselves from the blood of Christ but
even incurred it upon themselves. ... Therefore they are accused not only of the blood
of the prophets but, filling up the measure of their fathers, they are accused also of the
blood of Christ, so that they hear God saying to them, “When you stretch out your
hands to me, I will hide my eyes from you; for your hands are full of blood” (Isa 1:15).
Therefore the blood of Jesus came not only on those who lived at those times but also
on all subsequent generations of Jews until the consummation (of the world). Therefore
until now their house is desolate (Matt 23:38).

15 Origen, Lev. hom. 3.1 (GCS 29, 301; ET: Origen, Homilies on Leviticus 1 — 16, trans. by Gary Wayne
Barkley, FaCh 83, Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 1990, 53).

16 The second aspect is stressed also in Origen’s homilies on Joshua, cf. Origen, Jos. hom. 3.5; 26.3 (SC 71,
142. 498-500).

17 Kampling, Blut, 49.

18 Origen, comm. in Matt 14, 19 (GCS 40, 330 — 31).

19 There is no reference to Matt 27:25 in his passages on ultimate universal reconciliation in de Principiis, and,
vice versa, no reference to his doctrine of reconciliation in his comment on Matt 27:25.

20 Origen, comm. in Matt, comm. ser. 124 (GCS 38, 259-260). Cf. Tertullian, adv. Marc 2.15.3 (CCSL 1, 492)
and Kampling, Blut, 35.



This evaluation of Jewish history?! dominated the Christian view for a long time.?* Jerome,
who expressed an everlasting curse upon the Jews,?* was the transmitter of this evaluation in
the European West. He combines Matt 21:43 (“the kingdom of God will be taken away from
you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom™) and Matt 27:25 as the
foundation for the theory of disinheritance.?* Josephus’ report of the destruction of Jerusalem
including the heavenly voices (Bell VI 299) becomes the ideological support for the common
Christian view concerning the fate of Jerusalem and the death of Jesus.?

3. Eusebius of Caesarea
Eusebius repeats the statement of Origen: The fate of the Jews is caused by their sacrilege
against Jesus Christ?® or his adherents,?’ especially by their godless cry “His blood be on
us”.?® He uses Matt 27:25 relatively often in his commentaries on the Psalms and on Isaiah
(see below “IV. Exegetical aspects”), and he interprets Matt 27:25 often not only with regard
to the defeat of 70 CE but also to the present desolate state of the holy places of Israel.>” Once
he compares the Passover celebrated by Jesus and the Passover celebrated by the Jewish élites
who, despite their wish for purity (John 18:28), became impure by their murder of Jesus. They
incurred Jesus’ blood not for themselves but against themselves.>? At the Passover of Jesus’
crucifixion, the wrath from God came upon them, and the prophecy of Amos 8:10 (“And I
will turn your feasts into mourning and all your songs into lamentation™?!) was fulfilled.*
After Eusebius of Caesarea, actual relations between Jews and Christian are often
mentioned only in the context of Julian’s attempt to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem and in the
context of anti-Christian persecution by the Persian king Sabor. We have to examine also a
few of these authors’ general notions of Jews. The general attitude is filled with hate.

II. Anti-Judaism in the Ongoing Fourth Century

1. Anti-Jewish Legislation 1

In its beginning, the so-called Constantinian turn was intended to make sure that Christians
had the same rights as non-Christians. Typical of Roman emperors since the 3™ century,
however, Constantine thought that the Christian God could save the unity and welfare of the
Roman Empire, and therefore Constantine’s politics more and more tended to privilege the

21 Cf. e.g. Gregory of Nazianzus, or. 41.17 (SC 358, 352): The imprisonments under Egypt and Babylon were
solved, but the imprisonment under the Romans is not yet solved, due to their BpacUtng against the
redeemer.

22 Cf. e.g. Theodoret of Cyrus, in Is. (PG 81, 229 B); Olympiodor, in Lam. (PG 93, 753 D); cf. further
Theophylact of Ochrida , in Mt. (PG 123, 465 A): Because of their sacrilege against Jesus Christ, Jews were
persecuted by all, and they have no mappnoia — Theophylact does not challenge his own position.

23 Jerome, in Es. 17 (CCSL 73 A, 733): manet maledictio sempiterna; id., in Mt. (SC 259, 282): sanguis Domini
non auferetur ab eis.

24 Jerome, in Tit. (PL 26, 593); vde. Kampling, Blut, 129-30; Schreckenberg, Adversus-Judaeos-Texte, 336-37.

25 Jerome, in Ez. (CCSL 75, 716f.).

26 Eusebius of Caesarea, &.e. 2.6.8 (GCS 9/1, 122).

27 Eusebius of Caesarea, A.e. 2.23.20; 3.5.2-6 (GCS 9/1, 172. 196-98).

28 Eusebius of Caesarea, in psalm. (PG 23, 541 CD).

29 J. Ulrich, Euseb von Caesarea und die Juden. Studien zur Rolle der Juden in der Theologie des Eusebius von
Caesarea (PTS 49; Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1999), 211.

30 Eusebius of Caesarea, de solemnitate paschali 10 (PG 24, 704 C — 705 A).

31 With gratitude I used Albert Pietersma and Benjamin G. Wright (ed.), A New English Translation of the
Septuagint and the Other Greek Translations Traditionally Included under That Title (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2007), for the translations of the Septuagint quoted in this contribution.

32 Eusebius of Caesarea, in psalm. (PG 23, 858 B).



Christians. In 315 he forbade conversion from Christianity to Judaism,** and in 335 he
forbade the circumcision of Christian slaves, following a tendency of forbidding circumcision
found in the legislation of Antoninus Pius and Septimius Severus.** In 339 Constantius II
declared it illegal for Jews to buy slaves of another religion. If the slave was circumcised, the
owner was to be put to death and his property confiscated.?> Marriages between Jews and
Christian women working in textile manufacturing also were punished by death.*® From 353,
the possessions of people who converted from Christianity to Judaism were to be
confiscated.’” Laws intended to protect the Jews and their synagogues, however, were not
always enforced due to the Christian mob. A Jewish revolt in Galilee in 351 was quickly put
down.*8

2. Jerusalem

Still in the fourth century, Jerusalem was not inhabited by Jews, due to Hadrian’s ban. Cyril
of Jerusalem uses Matt 27:25 in his thirteenth catechesis (on Isa 53): Moses changed the river
into blood, and Jesus discharged water and blood from His side (John 19:34), because of the
two voices, the voice of the judge and the voice of those who shouted against him, or because
of the believers and the unbelievers. Whereas Pilate washed his hands and said “I am
innocent,” those who shouted against Him said “his blood on us...” There is still another
interpretation: the blood was for the Jews, the water for the Christians, for on the Jews came
the sentence of condemnation, but to those who now believe salvation comes by water.*

3. Syria

a) Antioch

The great Jewish community in Antioch was attractive also to non-Jews. In 341, the Christian
synod of Antioch forbade the Christians to celebrate Easter at the date of the Jewish Passover.
In Antioch, John Chrysostom held his homilies on the gospel of Matthew and his eight
sermons against the Jews in order to prevent Christians from attending synagogues. In these
sermons, he uses Matt 27:25 twice, first in arguing that Christians should not partake of
Jewish festivals,*® and second in an &ykwuiov on the Christian martyrs. According to the
preacher, the martyrs would

derive great pleasure from my conflict with the Jews; they might well listen most
intently to a discourse given for God’s glory. For the martyrs have a special hatred for
the Jews since the Jews crucified him for whom they have a special love. The Jews said:
‘His blood be on us and on our children;’ the martyrs poured out their own blood for
him whom the Jews had slain. So the martyrs would be glad to hear this discourse.*!

In his Homilies on Matthew, John Chrysostom makes a short comment. He asks the Jews ,,For
be it that you cursed yourselves, but why did you draw down the curse also to your children?”

33 Schreckenberg, Adversus-Judaeos-Texte, 259, referring to Codex Theodosianus 16.8.1.

34 P. Schifer, Geschichte der Juden in der Antike. Die Juden Paldstinas von Alexander dem Grofen bis zur ara-
bischen Eroberung (Tibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 22010), 216, referring to Codex Theodosianus 16.9.2.

35 Sozomenos, A.e. 3.17.4 (GCS 50, 131); cf. Codex Theodosianus 3.1.5 (SC 531, 60).

36 Codex Theodosianus 9.7.5 (SC 531, 132).

37 Codex Theodosianus 16.8.7 (SC 497, 380).

38 L. Schiffman, From Text to Tradition. A History of the Second Temple and Rabbinic Judaism (Hoboken:
Ktav Publishing House, 1991), 208-09. Cf., however, Schifer, Geschichte der Juden, 217-8.

39 Cyril of Jerusalem, cat. 13.21 (Rupp 78).

40 John Chrysostom, hom. Adv. Iud. 1.5.1 (PG 48, 850).

41 John Chrysostom, hom. adv. Iud. 6.1.7 (PG 48, 905; ET Paul W. Harkins, Saint John Chrysostom, Discourses
against Judaizing Christians [FaCh 68], Washington D.C.: The Catholic Press of America, 1979), 149.



Then he continues: God does not confirm “their sentence upon their children ..., but from the
one and from the other received those that repented, and counts them worthy of good things
beyond number. For indeed even Paul was of them, and the thousands that believed in
Jerusalem...” (Acts 21:20).*? This last motif includes the possibility for single Jews to be
redeemed when they convert to the Christian faith. Sometimes this motif is also substantiated
by Acts 2:37-41.4

b) The Border Region of Persia

Aphrahat

During the anti-Christian persecution under the Persian king Sabor, numerous Christians
intended to convert to Judaism in order to avoid any distress. This introduced anti-Jewish
polemics into Aphrahat’s writings. Aphrahat refutes the salvific claim of Jewish rites and
describes the Christian faith as the culmination and consummation of Old Testament
promises.* In Demonstratio 21.20, Matt 27:25 is the culmination of a long series comparing
Jesus with the persecuted, namely Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Jephthah, David, Elijah,
Elisha, Hezekiah, Josiah, Daniel, Hananiah and his brethren, and, at the end, Mordecai. This
comparison closes in the following way*°:

The blood of Mordecai was required at the hand of Haman and his sons; and the blood of Jesus,
His persecutors took upon themselves and upon their children.

Ephraem the Syrian
A synagogue in Nisibis is attested by the Targumim. The existence of a Jewish school at
Nisibis confirms the social cohesion of the Jews. The attractiveness of Judaism also for non-
Jews could make Ephraem’s polemics understandable.*® In his Hymni de azymis, Ephraem
states*”:

16. Don’t take that matza, brethren, / from the People with blood-spattered hands

17. Lest some of that filth in which their hands are steeped / should cling to that unleavened

bread.

18. Even if meat is clean, no one eats / from what’s been sacrificed, since it’s defiled.

19. How much more unclean is matza, / kneaded by hands that killed the Son!

20. It’s an abomination to take food / from a hand defiled with animal blood.

21. Who would take anything from the hand / utterly defiled with the prophets’ blood?

22. My brethren, don’t eat the matza of the People / — deadly poison — together with the elixir of

life

23. For the blood of the Messiah is present, mixed into / the People's matza and our Eucharist

24. Anyone who takes it in the Eucharist takes the elixir of life: / Anyone who eats it with the

People takes a lethal drug

25. For that blood of which they cried, ‘Let it be upon us!’ / is mixed into their feasts and their

Sabbaths.

26. Whoever joins in their feasts / he too becomes spattered with the blood.

42 John Chrysostom, hom. in Mt. 86.2 (PG 58, 766; ET: NPNF 10, 513); similarly Apollinaris of Laodicea, see
Catenae Graecorum Patrum in Novum Testamentum, ed. John Anthony Cramer, vol. I (Oxford 1840 =
Hildesheim: Olms 1967), 233.

43 Augustinus, s. 229f. (PLS 2); Beda Venerabilis expos. in Ac. (CCSL 121, 22); Leontius of Byzantium, hom. 7
(CCSG 17, 244-5); vde. Kampling. Blut, 187.

44 Aphrahat, Demonstrationes / Unterweisungen. Aus dem Syrischen iibersetzt und eingeleitet von Peter Bruns,
Vol. I (FC 5/1; Freiburg: Herder, 1991).

45 Aphrahat, dem. 21.20 (Translation NPNF II 13/2, 400).

46 Ephraem der Syrer. Kommentar zum Diatessaron, iibersetzt und eingeleitet von Christian Lange, Vol. I (FC
54/1; Turnhout: Brepols, 2008), 17f.

47 Ephraem, Hymni de azymis 19.16-28 (trans.: http://www.Johnjr.div.ed.ac.uk/Primary%20Sources/
rabbinic/salvesen _ephrem.html, visited 02.10.2013).



27. The People that did not eat pork / is a blood-stained pig.
28. Flee from it, keep your distance as it shakes itself / lest it stain you with a spattering of the
blood.

Both pork and blood are highly unclean from a Jewish point of view, and Ephraem does not
hesitate to slander the Jews in such a way!

The Jews in Edessa held an influential position for a long time; they even owned a synagogue
near the main market. It was Rabbula of Edessa (bishop from 412 to 435) who transformed
this building into a church.

¢) Asia Minor

In the works of Gregory of Nazianzus, I found nothing concerning our theme. Gregory of
Nyssa offers just one quotation of Matt 27:25 but a terrible one. In a highly emotional and
rhetorically styled sermon on Easter morning he asks repeatedly: When was Jesus without
honour? In the midst of this series of questions he says: Christ was without honour when the
Jews cried Apov, Apov, TO QMO ... Ol KUPLOKTOVOL Ol TpodnTokTOvoL, ol Bsopdxol, ol
HULo0Oeol, ol TOV vopov UBplotal, ol Thg XApLtog MOAEULOL, Ol AAAOTPLOL TG TMOTEWS TV
natépwyv, ol ouvryopolL to0 SlaBoiou, Tt yevvhuata tWv €xWOviv, ol PBuplotai, ol
KataAoyol, ol £okotlopévol th Swavolq, | Buun tWv Qaploaiwv, TO ouVESPLOV TV
Satpdvwy, ol dAdotopeg, ot mapdavdol, ol ABaotai, ol piodkadol.*® In this harsh polemic,
he combines biblical motifs and anti-atheist pagan polemics (Beopayot), as well as Christian
anti-pagan polemics ( ... t®v Sdoauwpovwv). Heinz Schreckenberg rightly comments that
considering Gregory’s normal restraint, this passage is hardly comprehensible.*’

d) Alexandria

Within the works of Athanasius, I found no reference to Matt 27:25. He bases the fact of the
present Jewish diaspora on a reference to Ps 68:26 (“Let their steading become desolated, and
let there be no one who lives in their coverts”; NETS).°

III. Anti-Judaism in the Fifth Century
1. Anti-Jewish Legislation I1

At the beginning of the fifth century, some anti-Jewish legislation was repeated, e.g. the
banning of the circumcision of Christian slaves.’! New oppressions were introduced in 404,
including the exclusion of Jews from the Roman army>? and in 423 a ban on building or
restoring synagogues.>® Also the so-called caelicolae, perhaps God-fearers, were subjects to
the following legislation: According to a law from 407, their buildings were to be confiscated
and transferred to the churches.>* Hostile relations between Christians and Jews became
apparent when, on the one hand, Jews at Purim, burning an effigy of Haman, hang him on a
cross in order to mock the Christian faith.>®> Furthermore, Christian anti-Judaism dominated

48 Gregory of Nyssa, hom. in luciferam sanctam Domini resurrectionem (GNO 9, 317).
49 Schreckenberg, Adversus-Judaeos-Texte, 300.

50 Athanasius, in Psalm. (PG 27,312 B).
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not only theology but also politics. In spite of some laws that were supposed to protect Jews>®,
the anti-Jewish attitude found in legislation is remarkable: terms like taetrum Iudaeorum
nomen and perversitas iudaica,’’ superstitio®® or impiissimorum ... dominium,> related to
Jewish slave-owners, demonstrate that there was no neutrality in official statements made by
the government. Before 429 the Jewish patriarchate was cancelled.®

In 438, Jews were oppressed anew by anti-Jewish laws. The erecting of new synagogue
buildings was forbidden, as was the circumcision of non-Jews. Jews were excluded from the
army and also from all public ministries. Due to inner-Christian struggles after 451,
“Palestine’s Jews suffered much less interference in their affairs.”%! Synagogues were built in
Galilee and in the Golan, and Jews could even return to Jerusalem. Justinian I regarded
himself as guardian and saviour of Christian orthodoxy, as his legislation disadvantaged both
miaphysitism and Judaism. Slaves who intended to convert to orthodox Christianity had to be
set free. In Codex Justinianus (534), he does not include earlier laws protecting synagogues,
and in 535, the Jewish cult in Africa was outlawed.®

2. Christian Historiographers

The following section does not include specific texts in which Matt 27:25 is quoted but
depicts the background of the reception of Matt 27:25.

a) Sozomenos

Sozomenos, born ca. 400 in Gaza, hails the Christian emperors after Constantine I as
adherents and patrons of true religion due to their restriction of Jews from buying slaves of
another religion. If the slave were circumcised, the owner had to be put to death and his
property would be confiscated.®> He considers that the Jews were envious of the Christian
faith by nature® and accuses them of initiating the persecutions of Christians in Persia under
King Sabor.®> In his report of Julian’s attempt to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem, he
comments again on the irreconcilable Jewish hate shown to Christians.®® The quarrel over the
proper date of Easter also causes anti-Jewish sentiments when he says that the
Quartodecimanians®’ or — at Ambrose’ time — the Novatians®®, especially the adherents of
Sabbatius®, celebrated Easter according to the date of the Jewish Passover. Sozomenos felt
that Judaism was still an attractive alternative to pagans who wanted to leave paganism
behind.”®
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b) Theodoret of Cyrus

In his Church History, written after 449, Theodoret of Cyrus mentions the Jews in the context
of Julians’ attempts to rebuild the temple in Jerusalem — an attempt motivated not so much by
the emperor’s friendship with the Jews’! as by his anti-Christian sentiments.””> He
characterizes en passant the Jews as enemies of God’?, as murderers of Christ.”* An occasion
for mentioning Jews in the History of Monks was a detail from the life of Simeon Stylites:
Christians had destroyed the synagogue in Antioch, and Theodosius II intended to restore the
building, but Symeon Stylites hindered the emperor Theodosius I from doing this. Theodoret
hails Simeon and vituperates thv louSaiwv Bpacvtnta.’”> Theodoret does not mention any
other events concerning the relationship between Jews and Christians, and the word index of
the critical edition of his epistles does not mention the lemma ‘louSaiot at all.”® In his
Commentary on Psalms, the bishop contrasts the fate of Babylonia with the fate of the Jews:
Babylonia became a desert according to the Jewish prayers but the Jews had to suffer the
same because of their rebellion against their benefactor (evepyétng) and redeemer Jesus
Christ.”” In his Questions on Leviticus, he repeats the ancient pagan polemical rebuke of
Jewish leprosy and refers this rebuke to the synagogues; Lev 14:34 (“When you come into the
land ... and I shall give a leprous disease in the houses™) leads him to this exegesis. Everybody
who enters a synagogue enters a house of leprosy!’® Theodoret feared an improper Jewish
orientation in the Christian communities as to both praxis and piety (iouSaiZewv).”

¢) Anonymus of Cycicus

This unknown author presupposes Eusebius of Caesarea and Theodoret of Cyrus. In his work,
Jews and Judaism appear only in a few respects.’® Without any concrete motivation he
interprets the last sentence of Isa 9:4 (“they wish they would be burned”) as a prophecy of the
Jews’ fate, despite the context.®! The quarrel over the proper date of Easter was also laced
with anti-Jewish sentiments: The majority did not wish to celebrate Easter at the same time as
the Jewish people celebrate Passover.?? At one point he compares heretics with Jews: Heretics
tried to abolish the memory of Athanasius just as the Jews planned to abolish the memory of
Jesus.®

d) Evagrius Scholasticus
Evagrius Scholasticus, living in the second half of the 6" century as the secretary of the
Chalcedonian bishop in Antioch on the Orontes, does not mention the great Jewish
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community in Antiochia at all. For him, the doctrine of Nestorius is heretical, loudaiopdg®,
but the doctrine of the so-called Miaphysites is also unacceptable. He does not mention the
Miaphysite church or the persecutions of these groups. His hatred of Jews is apparent. He
praises the Elder Simeon Stylites who hindered the emperor Theodosius II from doing justice
to the Jews and giving them back the synagogues the Christians had occupied.®®

3. The Reception of Matt 27:25

a) Cyril of Alexandria

In 414, during the rule of Cyril of Alexandria, a conflict between Cyril of Alexandria and
Jewish leaders resulted in mutual violence. As a consequence, many Jews were expelled from
the city, and their property was plundered by a Christian mob lead by Cyril.*

Concerning Mt 27:25, he shares in the exegetical tradition according to which the cry is
part of Israel’s resistance against the prophets. The punishment was foreseen by Jesus Christ
(Luke 23:28) and is the fulfilment of Isa 1:7.%7 In his Easter homilies, in the context of several
anti-Jewish polemics,®® he in one place refers to Matt 27:25: This cry is followed by the
mocking of Jesus (Matt 27:40), which is inspired by the father of the Jews, the devil (John
8:44).%°

b) Theognostos

Theognostos concludes his chapter on the real deity of Jesus Christ by quoting Old Testament
texts which refer to Jesus Christ (Isa 7:14; 9:5; Bar 3:36, 38; Gen 49:10). The Jews have no
ruler of their own, and after the murder of Christ “their house is desolate” (Matt 23:38). For
him, the cry, “His blood be on us and on our children” rings true even in his own times.”°

¢) The Gospel of Gamaliel

In the so-called Gospel of Gamaliel, Matt 27:25 forms a part of anti-Jewish polemic but in
different ways. The Coptic version offers an auctorial allusion to Matt 27:25.°! In the Arabic
version, it is Pilate who, after the death of Jesus, accuses the high priests of Jesus’ death, and
they answer: “His blood be on us and on our children for a thousand generations!” Pilate is
astonished because of this obduracy, but the high priests defend their deed saying that they
fulfilled the law.®? The expansion “for a thousand generations” underlines the blindness of the
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high priests. In the Ethiopic version, after Jesus’ death Pilate attacks the high priests because
of their cruelty and, quoting Matt 27:25, emphasizes their responsibility for their own fate.”?

I'V. Exegetical aspects

1. The Wording of the Introductory Formula

The simple Matthean einev and kpdlewv (Matt 27:23) are not the only verbs introducing the
saying of the Jews, but also Bodv”, éfaiteloBal,’” cukodavteiv;’® even inprecari®’ and
glxeoBat are used.”® It is not very difficult to describe the effect on the reader: Along the
lines of Matt 27:23, the reader gains the impression of an uncivilized mob crying for blood;
this is not the behaviour of the intellectual élite but of the uneducated mass. The use of
e0xeoBaut indicates the blindness of the Jewish masses: they pray for their own punishment.
The alleged Jewish dullness is mixed with raggedness, and for the Christian self-definition of
the “we” it seems to be important to define oneself with a higher intellectual status than the
“they”. The theological terms dpd”® and nwpwoig!?’ and the general terms téApnua!®! and

navia'® stand alongside one another.

2. Biblical Pre-texts

Biblical pre-texts are to be found mostly within the Psalms and Isaiah. Within the Psalms, the
main pre-texts are those psalms used in the New Testament to illustrate the fate of Jesus: Ps
21, e.g. ad vocem Avolav ...'%; Ps 68 and the so-called Judas-Psalm 108, ad vocem
AyAmnoev kotdpay, kai et abtd (v. 18)!%; Ps 17:41 (odientes me disperdisti); 105 Ps 58:3 ad
vocem Qv8peC atuatwvl% Ps 63:6 ad vocem Firmauerunt sibi uerbum malum'®’; and Ps 78:3
ad vocem &€éxeav 1o aipa avtév.!%® To be sure, Ps 68 [69]:26 sometimes leads to quotations
of Matt 23:38 or is used as “proof” for the contemporary Jewish diaspora.'® However, how
do ancient Christian authors exegetically interpret the so-called Judas psalm 108 with regard
not only to Judas Iscariot but to Jews in general? Eusebius of Caesarea demonstrates the
method: Ps 108:6 names a single adversary, Ps 108:15 a group. According to Eusebius, David
switches from the singular to plural and thus the psalm refers to all disbelieving Jews.!!°
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In the book of Isaiah, there are pre-texts including the term aipo, namely Isa 1:15;!!!
59:3;'"2 63:3, 6!3; Isa 1:21 ad vocem dovevtai''¥; Isa 3:8 ad vocem yA@Dooal peTd
&vopiac!!s; Isa 5:7 ad vocem kpauyn''; Isa 56:10 ad vocem kOveg éveol (silent dogs) e
contrario''’; and Isa 59:3 ad vocem yxeiAn.''® But there is a difference: In Isa 1:15; 59:3; and
63:3, 6 the motif of aipa evokes rebuke whereas Isa 49:26 (“those who afflicted you shall eat
their own flesh, and they shall drink their own blood like new win and be drunk”; NETS) is
interpreted as an announcement of the future that the wicked have brought upon themselves.

We also have to include some other Biblical pre-texts: Micah 3:9-10 ad vocem aipa''® and
Zech 3:9b ad vocem YnAadriow nmdcav tv adikiav tfig yig €keivng év nuépa wd (“T will
search out all the injustice of that land at one day”; NETS).!?

In general, there are some aspects of Matt 27:25 which lead ancient Christian authors to
intertextual constructions: 1. Those who cry out bring negative consequences upon
themselves.!?! Sometimes Matt 27:25 is alluded to even with the hostile katd + gen. instead
of the more neutral éni. So we see that ideology even ruled out the clear reading of the text.!??
2. The wording “and on our children” evokes the inclusion of an indefinite number of future
generations. Therefore Israel’s defeat by the Romans is seen as a possible fulfilment of Matt
27:25. According to Luke 23:28, Jesus Christ had announced this defeat.'?* The relation to the
destruction of the temple and the following dispersion is favoured also by Matt 23:38, the
announcement of the devastation of “your house”.'?* 3. The cry for blood creates a narrative
tension with Jesus’ prayer for forgiveness in Luke 23:34!?° and with Pilate washing his hands
as a testimony to his innocence, according to Matt 27:24.'2° This contrast evokes polemics.
Sometimes the depth of repentance mentioned in Acts 2:37-38 is emphasized by reference to
the contrasting behaviour in Matt 27:25.127 4. The negative future of the Jews is contrasted by
the fate of the believing Gentiles.'?® 5. In this way, Matt 27:25 is the culmination of Israel’s
opposition to the prophets according to Matt 23:35 and Acts 7:52-3' and to Jesus —
expressed in the charges that he was possessed by Beelzebul and was a Samaritan. '*°
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2. Matt 27:25 and Biblical Obstacles

In the view of ancient Christian authors, Matt 27:25 is not a fictional polemical text written by
the evangelist but a statement made in actual history. Therefore, ancient Christian authors are
unable to regard other biblical texts as means of molifying the anti-Jewish polemics in the
New Testament.

How did ancient Christian authors define the relation between Matt 27:25 and Luke 23:34,
Jesus’ prayer for forgiveness? Not theology but history is the rationale for Leontius of
Byzantium: Jesus prays for forgiveness because he knew that many would convert after his
passion (cf. Acts 2:37-8).!3! Close to this kind of argument is the statement of John
Chrysostom quoted above: God did not impose this judgment but has showered with benefits
those who have converted to him. For Jerome, the fact of Jewish conversion post-Easter
confirms Isa 27:9 (dimittetur iniquitas domui lacob).'** On the other hand, the Venerable
Bede restricts the coverage of Jesus’ plea to those who “have a zeal for God, but not in
accordance with knowledge (Rom 10:2; NASB): For those, however, who, stimulated by
arrogance, preferred to kill Jesus instead of confess him, there is no plea, according to the
distinction between sins leading to death and sins not leading to death (1John 5:16).!33

With regard to Ps 108:14, John Chrysostom asks why not only the sinner himself has to die
but also his wife and his children'3* — this question may have resulted from reading Ezek
1813% — but the bishop does not really deal with this problem.

The hope of the eschatological redemption of Israel according to Rom 11:25-26 is
sometimes mentioned,*® but does not have any self-critical implications.

Acts 21:20, referring to “believing Jews”, was not regarded as an obstacle. John
Chrysostom emphasizes the prudence and modesty of James who did not claim the
conversion of these Jews to his own merit.'*” Ammonius of Alexandria remarks only in
general that the Jews who became believers in Jesus Christ wished to observe the law.!8
Neither author reconciles Acts 21:20 and Matt 27:25. Cassiodorus, the Venerable Bede and
Ps.-Oecumenius of Tricca do not comment on this verse at all.'*’
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The Gothic bishop Maximinus imagines that also Christians could say “his blood be on
us”, but Christians say it in humility, praying for salvation, Jews say it in a rave, inducing
their own condemnation. ' Despite this, I did not find anyone anywhere conceding that the
actions of the Jews help fulfil salvation history, probably due to Matt 26:24: “The Son of Man
goes as it is written of him, but woe to that one by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would
have been better for that one not to have been born.”'*! Along these lines, ancient Christian
authors distinguish between the positive effect of “blood” in salvation history and the
negative intention of the Jews crying for Jesus’ crucifixion.!*?

V. Conclusion

My conclusion deals with both contextual and exegetical observations.

1. Sometimes we can see an immediate relationship between local situations and polemics,
when theologians feared the attractiveness of Judaism for Christian believers, especially
laymen. However, very often we find polemics far removed from any local motivation, and
we have to note Christian indoctrination even without any “danger” of Jewish influence. Anti-
Jewish attitudes are part of the ancient Christian construction of its own identity; Christians
could not understand why Jews remained Jews despite Christian preaching and despite Jewish
history after two anti-Roman revolts.

2. It was not only Matt 27:25 but also Acts 7:52-53 and Paul’s statement in 1 Thess 2:15
which led Christians to accusations against the Jews with regard to sacrilege against Jesus
Christ and against the prophets sent from God to his people. Due to these New Testament
parallels, the harsh cry for crucifixion was interpreted as the act of killing itself. Matt 27:25
implied both the motif of sacrilege and the motif of judgment upon those who called out for
the crucifixion, as expressed also in Matt 23:38 and Luke 23:28.'4
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